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The Philippines is often described as the loudest democracy in South-East Asia. At fmt glance,
Philippine campaigns do indeed look like big fiestas with colorful campaign posters and singing
candidates. But that's only half of the story. In reality, Philippine campaigns are a fascinating mix
of traditional patronage politics and modern high- tech campaigns.
In order to comprehend Philippine campaigns, it is important to understand the country's
political system, history and geography. In the 1950s, the Philippines was a more or less functioning
democracy.! In 1965, Ferdinand Marcos was first elected president and after his re-election,
he declared martiallaw and cstablished an authoritarian regime. This regime collapsed in 1986
after thc so-called Peoplc Power I, a popular uprising provoked by the murder of opposition
leader 13enigno Aquino. In a snap e1ection, Aquino's widow Corazon succeeded Marcos 2 A new
constitution, which makes th e Philippines a democratic repuhlic following the US model, was
approved. As typical in presidential systems, th e h ead of th e government, the president, is elected
by direct universal suffrage for a six-year term. [t is important to highlight, however, that in the
Philippines the president and the vice presid ent ca mpaign together but-unlike in the US-are
elected separately. As a result, it happen ed in 1992 and in 1998 that the president and the vice
president were from opposing tickets. The l1lulti-candidate system without a runoff has con
signed the country to be governed hy a minority president, a situation that has not helped the
stabilization of the Philippine democracy.3
The Philippine Congress has a bicameral structure. Following the US model, it consists of a
House of Representatives and a Senate. There are 219 m emhers of the House who are elected
for three-year terms in single-member constituencies. Then, there is a varying number of mem
hers elected through a party-list system, whose total cannot exceed 20% of the total number of
memhers of Congress. The party- list seats in the House (in the present Congress there are
twenty-one such seats) are thought to help represent the disadvantaged sectors ofthe society such
as labor, the urban poor OI the indigenous cultural communities. 4 As a result, each voter can cast
two votes for Congress: a vote for one ofthe candidates in his or her district and a second vote for
a party, with many voters not using their vote for the party list.
The Senate has twenty-four members who are elected for a six-year term with half of them
being elected every three years. A senator can run for one re-election, then needs to wait for three
years before he or she can run again for another two terms. Unlike in the US, however, Philippine
senators are elected at large, which has important consequences on campaigns. Every election
cycle, there are about twenty to twenty-five nationwide (senatorial) campaigns going on.
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Philippine politics are personality- and candidate-centered and as a result, parties are fairly
weak 5 Similar to the situation in many Latin American countries, Philippine parties are
more like electoral platforms and network organizations rather than programmatic associations
of politicians with a similar political ideology. In terms of structuring the political space,
the polarization around the presidcnt is in fact more important than the parties. Political players
are either for or against the president; hence they belong to the administration or opposition
camp.
The most basic unit ofPhilippine politics is the family where the wife of the candidate is often
handling the campaign finances. Especially in the provinces, elections have a feudal touch where
a few family clans compete against each other. This said, some of the main parties are the
Christian Democratic Lakas, the Liberal Party (LP), the conservative Nationalist People's
Coalition and the Laban ng Demokratikol1g Pilipino (LDP) (Struggle for Democratic Filipinos).
Akbayan as well as Bayan lV1una are leftist parties of socialist inspiration (and therefore do not
compare with European social democratic labor parties). In fact, the communist party and the
labor movement in general is a special case and subject ofimportant previous research. 6 In short,
the left played an important role during the People Power Revolution but then missed integra
tion into the political system. To an important degree, the left remained an armed, revolutionary
force and as a result, a mass social democratic party as there is in Europe and in some J ,atin
American countries such as Brazil never developed. As a result, the re-distribution of wealth is
not really an issue in Philippine politics the way it is in countries where such mass social
democratic parties did develop.
Party switching is rampant in the Philippines. As an example, while presidential candidate
]oseph Estrada won a clear victory in 1998, his allies won only about 20% of the congressional
seats. Within a few weeks after the election, however, enough legislators switched so as to give
Estrada a majority 7 The weakness of the parties has an inlportant impact on campaigns. In an
environment with weak parties and a volatile public opinion, any politician with popularity and
money can build a campaign organization. 8
Logistics is a major challenge in a country that consists of more than 7,000 islands(!) and that
counts eighty-eight million people. The islands are often divided into three major groups,
namely Luzon, Visayas and Mindanao, but many of them are also extremely small. The national
language is Tagalog, a Malay language, which is however not understood in many parts of the
country. Local dialects such as Cebuano in Cebu, Visayas in Mindanao but also Ilongo, Bicolano
or Ilocano are quite important. English is de facto the language of business but as far as the
broader electorate is concerned, communication has to be in the local dialect. Though the
Philippines was once the richest country of Asia after Japan, it is today officially classified as a
developing country and one ofthe poorest in th e region. It is still predominantly agricultural and
a major source of exported labor. In recent years however, the administration ofPresident Gloria
Macapagal-Arroyo has been very successful in stabilizing the budget and attracting foreign
investments. As a result, the economy has been continuously growing and the country has
become a major destination ofbusiness process outsourcing.
What contributes to the description of the Philippines as the loudest democracy in South-East
Asia, is the sheer amount of offices that are elected by universal suffrage. In addition to the
president, the vice-president, the 250 members of Congress and the twenty-four senators,
the elected powers include the governors and vice-governors of the eighty-one provinces as
well as thousands of mayors and vice-mayors. Finally, the legislative power of the cities (the city
councilors) and of the province (the provincial board members) are also elected by universal
suffrage and at large. 9 While the Philippines is not a federal state (a transfer to a federal system has
recently been debated), local elections have a long tradition in this country. As in many other
countries, Philippine local government has gained in power and political importance during the
past years. 10
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Montano and star boxer Manny Pacquiao both lost their respective bids for Senate and Congress
badly,
The 2004 presidential and senatorial election was a turning point in Philippine election
campaigns, It was the first election that was held under the "Fair Election Practices Act," which
allowed political television advertising, While a relatively new campaign tool in the Philippines, ,
political ads have changed campaigns fundamentally and are now very important in Philippine
campaigns,33 During the last presidential election campaign, the main candidates spent roughly
half of their campaign budget on advertising, Candidates who know how to use the new tool,
can further influence an already volatile public opinion, This is exactly what happened during
the 2004 and 2007 elections: candidates who were completely unknown or have already
been written off had excellent results thanks to well-orchestrated and well-executed television
campaigns. Other candidates, who early polis showed as winning,lost badly because they were on
the air too late or with poor campaigns. Television networks are highly centralized in the
Philippines and as a result, it is difficult to buy local advertising windows. Nevertheless, some
members of Congress, mayors and even vice-mayors were already on the air during the 2007
campaigns. It is very likely that the trend for local candidates to go on television will further
increase over the next few election cycles.
The new Fair Election Practices Act does not specifically prohibit negative advertising. Never
theless, in view of the political culture and the multi-candidate and multi-party system, negative
advertising might very easily backfire. Competitive or confrontational statements are seen as
contrary to the Asian culture, which celebrates values such as harmony, politeness and respect.
In order to fully comprehend Philippine campaign material, it is also important to highlight
that the country is a "high-context culture" as compared to the "Iow-context culture" of the
United States. 34 In the latter, campaigners rely on straightforward, explicit verbal messages. In
the Philippines, however, where mutual respect and harmony are important cultural traits,
what is said is less important than who is making a point and how things are said. In this sense,
the meaning lies in the bigger environment consisting of a combination of events, relationships
and images.
Other important campaign tools in addition to television-especially for local campaigns
are billboards and campaign posters. 3S In addition, the Manila Broadcasting Corp, (MBC)
launched an important network of tiny radio stations with the goal of reaching every consumer
and citizen at the 10callevel. 30 With a radius of about six kilometers, these stations represent the
most direct media link to communities and offer a precious opportunity to politicians.
Scholars and political observers are somehow split on the question whether the Internet plays
an important role in Philippine campaigns or not. On the one hand, in a poor country such as
the Philippines only a minority of the population has access to the Internet. As a result, it is an
inadequate tool to reach the masses. On the other hand, it is true that the Internet played an
important role during People Power II, the popular uprising that led to the ousting ofPresident
Joseph Estrada. The driving force behind the uprising was the more educated and Internet savvy
elite and middle class. As many as 200 anti-Estrada websites and about 100 e-mail groups made it
a multimedia revolt?7
Manila is often described as the text capital in the world. As a result, text messages sent via the
mobile phone are an important campaign tool. During the mentioned ousting ofPresidentJoseph
Estrada, more than seventy million text messages were sent during one day (compared to thirty
million messages per day during Christmas break).38 In fact, text messages are sometimes also
preferred to diffuse negative and attack propaganda-often in the form of jokes. (See also,
Chapter 20, by Julie Barko Germany and Justin Oberman, mobile phone technology and the
Philippine elections.)
Going house to house and holding big rallies are also still quite important in Philippine
campaigns. Especially as far as local offices are concerned, voters want to see and touch their
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candidates. In this respect, an extensive study of the Institute ofPhilippine Culture at the Ateneo
University on how poor Filipinos make their voting choices is of particular interest. 39 The study
found, for example, that the poor are very sensitive when a politician treats them as dirty or
secretly sanitizes his hands after making contact.
The importance of fundraising is very important in Philippine election campaigns 40 Similar
to Thailand, the Commission of Elections "COMELEC" supervises the lawful conduct of
elections. Philippine election laws are indeed quite detailed and complex. For example, cam
paigns are limited to a certain period of time (ninety days for nationwide and forty-five days for
local elections). All campaign activities have to stop one day before the election and it is pro
hibited to seil alcohol on election day and the day before. While the liquor ban is strictly
enforced, other rules, such as the spending limits, seem to be enforced less vigorously. Election
day itself is a holiday. As a result, the Philippines gene rally has a high turnout with about 75 to
80% ofthe registered voters going to the polls41 Unlike, in the US, get-out-the-vote activities are
less crucial for electoral success.
In East Asia-and the same holds true for the Philippines- there are few companies that
specialize exclusively in political campaigning. 42 (See also Chapter 27, by Christian Schafferer, on
other Asian elections systems.) There are few comparable networks such as journals, professional
associations or academic programs as in the United States or in Latin America. Oftentimes,
journalists, columnists, businessmen, advertising executives and/or legislative staff fulfill the role
of campaign operatives and political consultants in the Philippines. The declaration ofmartiallaw
was not helpful for the development of campaign skills, Luz Rimban explains in an investigative
report on Philippine election campaigns that this is one of the reasons why some of today's
operatives trace their roots to the revolutionary, leftist movement. 43
To a certain degree, public opinion research companies fulfill the role of political consultants
and strategists. The country has severalpolling companies with Social Weather Stations (SWS),
Pulse Asia,Asia Research Organization (ARO) , AC Nielsen and Philippine Survey and Research
Center (PSRC) being the main ones. However, many candidates rely on self-made surveys that
predict the respective candidate an electoral success only to be surprised when they lose on
election day. As a result of the feudal structure of politics, it is often family members who play
important roles of campaign operatives-even at the presidential level. 44 Oftentimes, the core
group of the candidate, who makes the fundamental strategic, tactical and organizational
decisions, consists largely of family members and personal friends. Allied politicians frequently
fulfill the role of campaign manager such as the case ofSenator Vicente Sotto III, who served as
campaign manager for presidential candidate Fernando Poe,Jr, in 2004.
Philippine presidents have often hired American public relations consultants and lobbying
firms to polish their personal and the country's image in the US as well as to lobby US Con
gress. 45 On the other side, there is also a long history of foreigners-especially Americans
coaching Philippine politicians. In 1969, Philippine President Ferdinand Marcos hired Joseph
Napolitan, who had previously consulted for Presidents Kennedy and Johnson in the United
States. This event marks most likely the beginning of modern international political consulting.
Together with media specialist Robert Squier, Napolitan polished Marcos' image and assisted in
overall campaign strategy. Since few p eople outside of Manila had television, radio became the
most important communication tool. The campaign secured fifteen trucks, outfitted them with
movie screens and projectors, and drove them from village to village. 46 When Corazon Aquino
challenged President Ferdinand Marcos, American consultants were involved on both sides.
While media consultant David Sawyer worked for Aquino, Marcos was represented by the firm
of Black, Manafort, Stone & Kelly. Yvonne Chua, a journalist of the Philippine Center for
Investigative Journalism, reports that other American political consultants such as Paul Bograd
and David Sackett of the Virgina-based Tarrance Group have also worked for Philippine
clients. 47
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It might indeed be helpful for a Philippine candidate to use public opinion research the way

American political consultants use it, namely to develop a message and a campaign strategy. The
power of message politics has long been under-estimated in Philippine politics. It was in fact
presidential candidate Joseph Estrada in 1998 who pitched voters with a short hut credible and
appealing message. The entire campaign-one might say Estrada's entire politicallife-was an
appeal to the masses, that he understands them, cares about them, that now is their time and that
he will lift them out ofpoverty. It was concisely summarized in his campaign slogan "Erap para sa
mahirap" (Erap- the nickname for Estrada- for the poor). While previous presidential candi
dates all belonged to the elite, Estrada tri ed to convey the impression that he was one with the
poor. A good example for this was the day when Estrada filed his candidacy at the office of the
Electoral Commission. In the Philippines, people use a jeepney, a sort of a small bus, as their most
frequent transport vehicle. The day Estrada filed his candidacy, he drove and rode a jeepney
himself and inside of the jeepney was his senatorial ticket. Further, the campaign had a clear
strategy. While politicians normally tried to appeal to the ethno-geographic loyalties ofFilipinos,
Estrada's strategy was to target the poor nationwide. All the resources such as campaign funds and
time of the candidate were allocated according to this strategy.
Since Estrada, several other candidates with an appealing message have successfully challenged
frontrunners w ho only offered bland statements. Relying on unprofessional surveys, under
estimating the importance of the campaign message and a wrong allocation of resources are the
three top reasons explaining why competitive candidates end up losing in Philippine elections.
Successful Philippine candidates start early, build up the momentum of the unstoppahle winner
and fmd the right mix ofJree market and command vates. They have a simple but credihle message,
enough money to communicate the message and the discipline to implement the campaign plan.
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