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Based on rational choice theory, this essay develops a theoretical approach to explain how
an individual's expected utility of protesting is affected by the probability of having a
new government, together with the expected costs, expected benefits, and the probability of
retributive consequences for protesting. The essay argues that the probability of having a
new government is positively correlated with the opposition's ability to coordinate. By mod-
eling how these variables interact, this essay revises the concept of a “threshold,” or point
where the expected net benefits exceed the expected costs of joining a rebellion. The concepts
of “bandwagon” and “reverse bandwagon effect,” introduced by traditional models of col-
lective behavior, are integrated to explain the dynamics of a revolution and how popular
disaffection may lead to regime change. The resulting theoretical framework is then applied
to analyze the unexpected escalation in the number of protests and the movement's subse-
quent dissolution that took place in Venezuela during the first months of 2014,

On 4 February 2014, students from Los Andes University in San Cristébal
city, Tachira State, Venezuela initiated a set of protests that threatened to
overthrow President Nicolas Maduro. The conflict began when students started
protesting the high levels of insecurity in the region, after a student from the uni-
versity was the victim of an alleged attempted rape.'

The strong police response to suppress the protests was met with an even
stronger reaction from students. Additionally, students from other universities in
Caracas joined the protests, demanding the release of the first protesters.? Protests
continued in the country, attracting more people tired of the economic situation,
the continuous shortage of food and basic goods, and the increasing insecurity
that had made Venezuela one of the most violent countries in Latin America.?
Opposition leaders quickly joined the movement, and within days it became a

national campaign against President Maduro and the Chavistas in power.*
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On 18 February 2014, the protests peaked when the opposition leader Leopoldo
Lépez from the Voluntad Popular political party turned himself in to the police
following an arrest warrant requested by Maduro’s government.” By mid-April,
the government and some members of the opposition coalition, led by Henrique
Capriles, head of Venezuela’s Democratic Unity Roundtable, initiated a series of
meetings to end more than two months of antigovernment protests.® By June, the
number of protests in Venezuela had returned
to pre-February levels, before the start of the
movement, without any significant change of

A revolution may

the country’s regime.’

not materialize even The rapid escalation of these unexpected
when a majority events and their subsequent dissolution raise
of the population interesting questions. Namely, why did the

. protests begin at that particular point in time
OppOsEs the regume. and not before? And why did the movement
not succeed even when public demonstra-
tions against the incumbent Maduro regime
seemed to reach an unprecedented level? Based on rational choice theory, this
essay approaches these puzzles by analyzing how the expected utility of protesting
is affected by the following variables: the probability of having a new government,
the probability of getting caught and receiving punishment when protesting, and
the expected costs and benefits of doing so. The first section presents relevant lit-
erature about models of collective behavior that explain how popular disaffection
may lead to regime change. The second section presents a mathematical model that
describes how the interaction of the aforementioned variables affect the expected
utility of protesting. The third section analyzes the outcome of Venezuelan
national and regional elections from 1998 to 2013 and argues that coordination
of the opposition parties translates into a higher voting share for the opposition,
which increases the probability of having a new government. Furthermore, the
third section also discusses how the opposition’s lack of coordination during the

protests eventually led to the end of the uprising without achieving regime change.

LITERATURE ON COLLECTIVE BEHAVIOR MODELS

Traditionally, rational choice theory states that it is unlikely for an individual
to participate in the efforts, protests, and riots, to remove an incumbent regime,
since the personal benefits derived from the success of a revolution would not out-
weigh the potential personal costs incurred by joining the movement.® Revolution
can then be considered a “collective good,” where everyone has incentives to free-

ride and enjoy its future benefits, regardless of their contribution to its realization.
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Consequently, a revolution may not materialize even when a majority of the popu-
lation opposes the regime. However, since protesting is an interdependent activity,
the utility of individual i and his or her decision to protest are also influenced by
other individuals in society. There is extensive literature on models of collective
behavior and how other individuals affect one's decision to join a protest.’

In Mark Granovetter’s model, the individual faces two potential alternatives
and must decide between taking a “positive" or a "negative" side, i.e. deciding to
join a protest or not. The net benefit of making either decision depends, ulti-
mately, on how many people choose the same alternative. Granovetter’s model
assumes that individuals are also rational and that the larger the number of indi-
viduals protesting, the smaller the probability of getting caught by the authorities.
Granovetter states that the cost of an individual joining a protest decreases as more
individuals also decide to join the movement.'

Some relevant implications of this model rely on the assumption that individ-
uals are heterogeneous.'" Each individual assigns a different value to the benefits
and costs derived from protesting. Therefore every person has a different threshold,
or a different “proportion of the group he would have to see join before he would
do so.”'? Triggering and expanding a revolution will depend on the most extreme
and the most sensible individuals as well as the distribution and frequency of the
individuals’ thresholds."

For individuals with relatively low thresholds, it does not take many dissidents
out in the streets to convince them to join a protest. Once the thresholds of these
slightly less extreme individuals are met, more moderate individuals will now
have the incentive to join the movement, creating a snowball effect. This ongoing
phenomenon, known as the “bandwagon effect,” will continue to grow until it
reaches an equilibrium point, where no additional citizens have incentives to be
part of the rebellion." Once in equilibrium, temporary considerations or spatial
dispersion may have the effect of dissuading individuals from protesting. As this
starts to happen, the less extreme individuals will abandon the movement, in turn
dissuading other individuals as well. Consequently a "reverse bandwagon effect"
takes place.”

Following this same line of thought, Timur Kuran expands on Granovetter’s
framework emphasizing, “Mass discontent does not necessarily generate a popular
uprising against the political status quo.”'® As per Granovetter’s model, individuals’
threshold distributions are essential for determining the threshold sequence that
can lead to a “revolutionary bandwagon.” Furthermore, Kuran introduces the
“preference falsification” concept, referring to the difference between an individu-
al’s own private preferences and the preferences he or she expresses in public. The
larger the number of protesters, the less costly it is for an individual to reveal his
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or her antigovernment preferences and join the protest. Kuran also describes how

private preferences and the corresponding thresholds are not static but rather vary

with time. This can happen through small cumulative changes or through a major
event that may sharply increase public opposition.'”

Susanne Lohmann develops a variant of the traditional collective behavior

theory by understanding a sequence of protest activities as a signalling model

that can generate an “informational cascade.”

Different from standard signalling models,

Mass demonstra- Lohmann's model assumes that individuals are

tions and revolution limited in generating their own opinions about
will Only occur when complex policy issues or negative experiences
. . . . with the status quo. When protesting, indi-
individuals with more . .
o viduals not only complement their own private
moderate opmions information, but also convey information about

1 the “malign nature” of the incumbent regime.
also decide to revolt, g g
attra Cti n g more an d The turnout for a costly anti-regime demonstra-

more of the rest of the population. The higher the turnout,
population. the more likely the protest movement will con-
tinue to grow, and the more likely the status quo

tion becomes then an understandable cue for the

will become unsustainable.'®

According to Lohmann, the difference between the traditional and the infor-
mational cascade models lies in the role and treatment of extremists. In the tra-
ditional models, extremists’ turnout determines the decision of more moderate
individuals to join a rebellion. Additionally, over time the demonstrators’ opinions
coalesce towards the opinions held by the population. Conversely, in the infor-
mational cascade model, if the extremists’ opinions diverge considerably from
the ones held by the majority of the population, further protest activities may
not take place."” Thus, mass demonstrations and revolution will only occur when
individuals with more moderate opinions also decide to revolt, attracting more and
more of the population.

Other authors, such as Barry R. Weingast, have helped to explain how the deci-
sion of citizens to challenge or acquiesce to a single political official depends on
how they anticipate other groups of citizens will react.?’ In his pure coordination
model, the author presents a sequential game between the single political official —
or the so-called "sovereign"—and two groups of citizens, A and B.*

The first move is made by the sovereign, who must decide whether to trans-
gress the rights of the citizens. After the sovereign has chosen his move, the two
groups of citizens must decide between acquiescing to or challenging the sov-
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ereign.”? According to Weingast, “the structure of the game induces a problem
of coordination among the citizens. If all act in concert, then they can prevent
transgressions. If they fail to act in concert, then the sovereign can transgress the
rights of citizens and survive.””> When the different groups of citizens solve their
coordination problem and agree on the limits of the sovereign, the latter will avoid
trespassing upon those limits in order to avoid precipitating the withdrawal of
popular support from citizens and consequently

compromising his power. ?* Coordination then

becomes essential. Since individuals
As Weingast presented in his research— are assumed to be
within the traditional collective behavior and rational, lf the b en-

information cascade models—in coordination

games, a group of citizens' reaction depends on efits of prOteStlng arc
how it anticipates other groups of citizens will larger than the Costs,

react. Thus, when other citizens join the protest, the net utﬂity Wlu be
the expected benefits and costs of protesting positive, and the indi-

vidual will protest.

change.”

INTRODUCTION OF THE MODEL

The main assumption of the rational actor theory is that participation in rebel-
lious political action depends on an individual's expected utility of protesting.?® As
in economic theory, the expected utility of participating in rebellion can be defined
as the difference between the expected benefits and the expected costs of doing so.

Since individuals are assumed to be rational, if the expected benefits of pro-
testing are larger than the expected costs, the net utility will be positive, and the
individual will protest. In a revolt, the benefits are defined as the satisfaction of
having a new government, represented by NG, whereas the costs are determined
by the punishment received for turning against the incumbent, represented by f.

Thus, the utility of an individual i can be represented as follows:
U= NG, ~f
For the purpose of this essay, it will be assumed that when the parties opposing
the regime coordinate, the probability of having a new government (NG), rep-

resented by o, increases. Conversely, when the numbers of individual protesters
grows, the probability of being arrested (p) diminishes.?”
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The model relies then on the following assumptions:

NG =0 Individuals with NG < 0 would not rebel.?

f=0 Penalty for participating in the rebellion and being caught.?
0 <o =<1 Probability of a new government falls between zero and one.
0 < p =<1 Probability of arrest falls between zero and one.

Taking the previous assumptions into account, the implied expected utility
of an individual deciding to protest can be represented as follows:

EU,= (1-p) 0 (NG ~0) + (1-p) (1=0) (0) + po (NG ~f)) *+ p (1=0) (0-f)
(Term A) (Term B)3° (Term C) (Term D)

Where each term represents the utility of an individual's outcome as follows:
Term A: Individual is not arrested, and rebellion is successful.
Term B: Individual is not arrested, and rebellion is unsuccessful.
Term C: Individual gets arrested, and rebellion is successful.
Term D: Individual gets arrested, and rebellion is unsuccessful.

The equation can then be simplified and represented as follows:

EU, = oNG — poNG, + poNG, — paf,— pf,+ paf,
EU. = oNG,— pf,

Where:
OEU, /85 = NG, > 0

The higher the probability of having a new government, the higher the expected
utility of protesting, all other things held constant.

OEU, /ONG, =20

The higher the benefits of having a new government, the higher the expected
utility of protesting, all other things held constant.
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Likewise:
OEU /dp = —f <0

The higher the probability of arrest, the lower the expected utility of joining a
protest, all other things held constant.

OEU, /of=—p <0

The higher the punishment for protesting, the lower the expected utility of
joining a protest, all other things held constant.

Thus, an individual's decision of joining the rebellion is as follows:

If oNG,> pf;: the individual will join the rebellion.
If NG, < pf;: the individual will not join the rebellion.

As these variables interact, there is a point when the expected benefits exceed
the expected costs of joining the protest. This point will determine each indi-
vidual’s own “revolutionary threshold.” Formally, this point is represented where
the benefits of protesting are equal to the costs associated with doing so (NG, =
pf;). Furthermore, since different individuals may value differently the variables
affecting their EU, individuals will have different revolutionary thresholds.?!

The following paragraphs refer to the recent events in Venezuela. These events,
characterized by massive protests, can be described by two ongoing effects that
have increased the expected utility of protesting: first, an increase in the prob-
ability (o) of overthrowing President Maduro due to more effective coordination
among the opposition parties; and second, a reduction in the probability (p ) of
being arrested once a massive demonstration of public opposition takes place.

APPLICATION OF THE MODEL TO THE VENEZUELAN CASE

The outcomes of previous elections in Venezuela show that, unlike the first
half of Chavez’s regime, opposition groups improved their coordination in the later
years. This translated into better electoral results, which increased the probability
of having a new government (o).

After Colonel Hugo Chavez was elected president in the 1998 election, the
political decay of the two traditional parties, Accién Democratica (AD) and
Comité de Organizacion Politica Electoral Independente: Partido Social Cristiano
(COPE]), that ruled Venezuela for the last forty years (1959 to 1998), was evident.
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With the elections lost, Venezuela experienced the formal end of the Punto Fijo
system, a formal agreement between the parties of AD, COPEI, and the Uni6n
Republicana Democratica (URD) that was agreed upon and signed in 1958.% This
agreement established the share between the signatory parties of the revenues
derived from oil wealth, the respect of election outcomes for the maintenance of
a political truce, consultation on sensible state matters, and the distribution of
patronage independent of which party was to win the elections.** Moreover, this
agreement generated a particular type of democracy known as “partyarchy,” char-
acterized by successfully limiting the existence of any other forms of political or
social organization that could challenge the established order.** With the elections
lost, Venezuela experienced a transition from a party system lead by COPEI and
AD, to a personalistic regime where the Movimiento Quinta Reptblica (MVR), led
by Hugo Chavez, became the most important party.*

The opposition's ability to coordinate has been affected by both the incumbent

Table 1

Venezuela’s Presidential, Regional, and National Assembly
Elections Results, 1998 to 2013

Type of Election Date Outcome Turnout
Presidential Election 6 December 1998 H. Chavez, 62% 66.48%
H. Salas R., 31%
Constitution Amendment 25 April 1999 Yes, 87.75% 37.65%
Referendum No, 7.26%
National Constitutional 25 July 1999 MVR, 103 members 46.20%
Assembly Opposition, 7 members
Approval Referendum of | 15 December 1999 Yes, 71.78% 44.37%
1999 No, 28.22%
Presidential Election 30 July 2000 H. Chavez, 59.76% 56.63%
F. Arias C., 37.52%
National Assembly 30 July 2000 MVR, 44.38% 56.05%
Ad, 16.11%
Others, 39.49%
Regional Elections 31 October 2004 MVR and allies, 22 governors and 48.01%
district mayors
Opposition, 2 governors
National Assembly 4 December 2005 MVR and allies, 100% 24.90%
167 seats
Presidential Election 7 October 2006 H. Chavez, 62.8% 74.69%
Manuel Rosales, 36.9%
Regional Elections 23 November 2008 MVR and allies (PSUV hereafter), 18 65.00%
governors and district mayors
Opposition, 6 governors
National Assembly 26 September 2010 PSUYV, 48.2% (98 seats) 66.45%
MUD (opposition), 47.2% (65 seats)
Others, 3.1% (2 seats)
Presidential Election 7 October 2012 H. Chévez, 55.1% 80.52%
H. Caprilles, 49.1%
Regional Elections 16 December 2012 | PSUV, 20 governors and district mayor | 53.00%
MUD. 3 governors
Presidential Election 14 April 2013 N. Maduro, 50.6% 79.68%
H. Caprilles, 49.1%

Source: Venezuela’s National Electoral Council
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regime and its own ability coordinate. During his time in power, President Chavez
was exceptionally effective in restricting the opposition’s “coordination goods,”
which according to Bueno de Mesquita et al. are “those public goods that critically
affect the ability of political opponents to coordinate but that have relatively little
impact on economic growth.”*® For example, in 2004, with the enactment of a new
law, President Chavez was able to restrict press freedom in Venezuela. This new
law allowed him not only to exclude news reports about protests or government
repressions, but also to suspend the broadcasting licenses of media.*” In addition to
the previous, during his time in power Chavez was able to translate effectively his
public support into several electoral wins. This augmented his legitimacy, allowed
him to exclude opposition from power and reduced the possibility of having a new
elected government in Venezuela. See Table 1.

The opposition's inability to coordinate can also be explained by its own
capacity to do so. According to Mainwaring, under certain contexts where authori-
tarianism coexists with competitive elections and a fragile democracy, parties’
behavior and strategies are altered, leading them to play a “Dual Game.” In this
game, a party is not only interested in winning votes and seats (“electoral game”),
but is also interested in either maintaining or altering the existing political regime
(“regime game”).*® According to Angel E. Alvarez, this two level game explains why,
in weak democracies, competitive elections may not necessarily enhance a coun-
try’s institutional framework but rather consolidate authoritarian tendencies.*

One notorious case (among others) where the opposition failed to cooperate
and coordinate took place in the 2006 presidential elections. Prior to the presiden-
tial elections, the opposition revealed its cleavages by not reaching a clear under-
standing of how to elect the candidate that would challenge Chavez. The majority
of the opposition candidates, such as Julio Borges and Manuel Rosales, agreed with
the proposal of the civil society organization Simate of holding primary elections.
However, Teodoro Petkoff, one of the main opposition candidates, disagreed with
the idea.** The primary elections did not materialize as programmed.*' Finally,
without a primary consensus, the candidate Manuel Rosales, from the Un Nuevo
Tiempo party, was able to garner the rest of the opposition votes throughout the
presidential campaign, becoming the opposition’s official candidate.*” However,
this was not enough, and Chavez was able to win the elections with a considerable
advantage over his opponent by getting more than 60 percent of the votes.

As a way to improve coordination, the opposition decided in January 2008 to
create the MUD—a catchall electoral coalition that united all right and centrist
parties opposing the incumbent regime.** A few months later, Chavez inaugurated
the PSUV—a combination of Chévez’s former MVR party and some of the parties

allied to the government. The strategy of being united as an electoral coalition
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allowed the opposition to experience a sweeping victory in the 2010 National
Assembly elections and gave them the chance to develop a common electoral
strategy for the 2012 presidential elections.** In 2012, as a coordination signal, the
MUD decided to hold open primary elections, and Henrique Capriles was elected
as the only opposition candidate. Although the outcome of the elections gave the
victory to Chévez, there was a significant reduction in the election margin, as
can be observed in Table 1, when comparing the outcomes of the 2006 and 2012
presidential elections.

Although President Chavez’s illness may have affected the electorate’s confi-
dence in his capacity to rule if elected president, improved coordination and the
presence of a charismatic opposition leader were relevant factors that created the
first real, contested presidential elections in fourteen years. According to Dewan
and Myatt, the appearance of a leader makes coordination easier, since he intro-
duces public information that reduces the uncertainty of his followers and lowers
their coordination problem.*> The election margin between the opposition and the
incumbent regime became even smaller in the 2013 presidential elections, where
Maduro defeated Capriles by earning only 1.5 percent more of the votes.*® Maps

Figure 1
Presidential Election Results 2006 to 2013

2006 2012
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Source: Wikimaps, Venezuela’s National Electoral Council
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comparing the results of the last three Venezuelan presidential elections are pre-
sented in Figure 1. As can be noted, the opposition has been able to reduce the
electoral advantage of the regime.

These results provide valuable information to the electorate, which increases
their perception of a higher probability of having a new government. With a
higher o, in combination with other events, the collective revolutionary threshold
of the population goes down, making it more likely that people will join a protest.
Recalling Kuran, “anything that affects the distribution of private preferences
may alter [the threshold], for instance, an economic recession, contacts with other
societies, or inter-generational replacement. But whatever the underlying reason,
private preferences and, hence, the threshold sequence can move dramatically
against the government without triggering a revolution.™’

With smaller thresholds, a single event like the alleged attempt of rape on a
university campus may trigger a series of events that may produce a bandwagon
effect. Once it starts, the expected costs of protesting decrease considerably due
to a generalized reduction in the probability of arrest (p). According to the model
from part two of this essay, as the costs continue to decrease, the expected utility
of protesting increases. More individual thresholds are met; therefore, more people
join the protests, increasing the likelihood of rebellion.

The appearance of a leader creates coordination among followers. However,
the appearance of multiple leaders may not have the same effect. Recalling
Weingast, an agreement from the elites regarding the limits of the sovereign’s
power is required in order for him to not exceed the limits of fulfilling his role.*®
In Venezuela three prominent leaders represent the main opposition to Maduro’s
government: Henrique Capriles, from Primero Justicia, Leopoldo Lépez, from
Voluntad Popular and former assembly deputy Maria Corina Machado, from the
Vente Venezuela movement.*’

While Machado and Lopez supported the protests against the government by
promoting public demonstrations against Maduro’s regime, Capriles preferred to
raise public concerns through dialogue with the regime.”® By 10 April 2014, almost
two months after Lépez’s imprisonment, part of the opposition led by Capriles
began conversations with Maduro’s regime in order to negotiate an end to the
uprising. Meanwhile, Machado continued to promote protests against the regime.>!

Such division negatively impacted the public's perception of the opposition’s
ability to coordinate, which consequently decreased the probability (o) of having
a new government. As ¢ continued to decrease, fewer individual thresholds were
met, and some protesters abandoned the movement, dissuading other individuals

as well as creating a reverse bandwagon effect.
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CONCLUSION

This essay discussed how the behavioral collective models theory approaches
the puzzle posed by the rational choice theory of why revolutions may not occur
even when a majority of the population agrees on opposing the incumbent regime.
According to this theory, revolution may be considered a collective good where
most individuals have the incentive to free-ride, since the personal benefits
resulting from the success of a revolution would not outweigh the costs incurred
in joining the effort.

Assuming individuals are rational, behavioral collective models explain that
revolting is an interdependent activity. The utility of individual (i) and his or
her decision to protest are also influenced by other individuals in society, as an
individual's cost of joining a protest decreases as more individuals also decide to
protest. Revolution and its expansion will then depend on the distribution and
frequency of individuals' thresholds in a society and on the most extremist or
sensible individuals.

What are the possibilities for regime change in Venezuela? So far, it has been
argued that this answer depends not only on the expected benefits, expected costs,
and on the probability of being arrested, but also on the probability of having a
new government, which is positively correlated with the opposition’s ability to
coordinate. In this regard, any change in ¢ will affect different individuals and
their decisions towards taking public political actions against the regime.

The opposition in Venezuela has achieved relative success by solving its
own coordination problems for the last few years, allowing MUD to experience
several electoral wins. With a higher o, in combination with the deterioration
of Venezuela’s economic and social conditions, a scenario favorable to uprising
was presented. However, it is not yet clear whether the opposition will be able to
overcome its internal differences. This is perhaps the biggest risk that Venezuela’s
opposition is currently facing. While some members of the MUD were willing to
negotiate a peaceful solution to the ongoing protests, others were against sitting
down at the same table with the government. At present, it is not clear whether
the opposition will be strong enough to solve its structural coordination problems,
characterized not only by ideological gaps, but also by pragmatic conflicts for
offices and leadership. However, overcoming these problems may be Venezuela’s

only hope to transition into a full democracy. &
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