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Pete Brodnitz
pete@expeditionstrategies.com
571.275.1439

Page 2 of 14



Contents

Page 3 of 14

KEY POINTS  ..................................................................................................................  4

INTRODUCTION  ............................................................................................................  5

A LOSS IN THE FIRST ROUND  ..........................................................................................  6

WHAT THE DATA SHOWED AFTER THE MAY 25 LOSS ........................................................... 8 

DATA INSIGHTS BECOME STRATEGY: DEBATES ....................................................................10 

DATA INSIGHTS BECOME STRATEGY: ADVERTISING .............................................................12 

RESULTS: A 10-POINT SHIFT IN 10 DAYS .............................................................................13



Page 4 of 14

Key Points
•  On June 15, Colombian president Juan Manuel Santos became the 

first incumbent Latin American head of state in recent memory to win 
reelection after losing in the first round—achieving a remarkable 10-point 
turnaround in just 10 days (June 5–15). 

•  President Santos’s campaign used innovative research to develop a 
sophisticated communication strategy that: articulated the benefits of 
ending the half-century conflict with the FARC rather than just informing 
voters that he was working on it; elucidated that Mr. Zuluaga was for 
war while President Santos was for peace; informed voters of President 
Santos’s achievements which were largely unknown; and created a clear 
contrast with Mr. Zuluaga on economic issues.

•  When the Santos campaign implemented its new strategy on June 5, 
Mr. Zuluaga’s lead and his advantage on economic issues collapsed 
according to internal polling data, a situation that continued through 
election day.



Introduction
While much of the media coverage has portrayed the Colombian presidential election as a referendum on the peace process, 
the untold story of the 2014 Colombian election is the role that data played in informing the campaign’s final communication 
strategy— articulating the benefits of peace, informing voters of President Santos’s achievements, and addressing voters’ 
economic aspirations—that allowed President Santos to go from a four-point deficit in the polls to a convincing six-point win in 
just 10 days.

Despite a successful first term in office and peace talks with the FARC that were supported by a majority of Colombian voters, 
polls showed a close presidential race for President Juan Manuel Santos. Then, in the midst of a scandal involving a top 
campaign operative, the Colombian leader suffered a defeat in the first round of votes to uribista Óscar Iván Zuluaga. Stung by 
the loss on May 25, the Santos campaign began conducting research to find a pathway forward.

The data clearly indicated that a new approach was needed to win. While articulating the benefits of peace with the FARC 
allowed President Santos to surpass 40 percent in the polls in the race for the first time, the president continued to trail Mr. 
Zuluaga by four points as of June 4. Following research recommendations, beginning June 5, the Santos campaign began 
broadening its message to emphasize the president’s accomplishments, which research revealed were largely unknown but 
popular when voters were informed of them, and drawing sharp contrasts with Mr. Zuluaga on economic and social issues. The 
campaign also sharpened its message on peace by asserting that Mr. Zuluaga was for war rather than peace. Upon adopting 
this new strategy, the momentum shifted in President Santos’s favor and culminated with an historic victory on June 15.

This is the story of the strategy that made it possible.
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First Round Results

A Loss In The First Round

In March 2014, the Santos campaign’s polling showed that while 
Santos led his opponents, his support was less than 40 percent, 
a dangerous place for any incumbent. President Santos had built 
a strong record, including a growing economy, a decrease in 
violent crime, popular housing and child immunization programs, 
and his bold peace talks with the FARC, but the public knew 
little of any of this except for the peace talks. Due to problems 
within the campaign, the Santos team was warned in late March 
by Pete Brodnitz, a partner at Expedition Strategies and senior 
Santos campaign strategist, that they were “in danger of losing to 
a competent opponent.” While the campaign was becoming well 
organized under the leadership of Roberto Prieto, it had trouble 
agreeing on a message. 

As expected, beginning in April, the race began to tighten for two 
reasons: 

 •  Mr. Zuluaga was blurring the difference between the 
candidates on the issue of peace. The year before the 
election he repeatedly said and wrote that there should be 
no negotiations with the FARC. But now Mr. Zuluaga had 
gone so far as to air one ad in which a woman released 
peace doves to show his commitment to peace and another 
in which Mr. Zuluaga described himself as “a man of 
peace.” We knew from focus groups, which were led by the 
Santos campaign’s research director, Tomás González, that 
people felt the benefits that could come from peace were a 
compelling reason to vote for the president, but later we also 
saw that Zuluaga was raising doubts about which candidate 
was most likely to secure a peace agreement.

 •  The Colombian people, while supportive of the peace 
talks, would consistently say that they were more concerned 
about economic issues and incidents of street crime, such as 
mobile phone theft. Internal polling also consistently showed 
that there was a significant public appetite among voters for 
learning more about the president’s record and his plan to 
ensure that all Colombians had an opportunity to enjoy the 
benefits of the country’s growing economy. 

Óscar Iván Zuluaga
Democratic Center

29.25%

Juan Manuel Santos
Social Party of National Unity

25.69%

Marta Lucía Ramírez
Colombian Conservative Party

15.52%

Clara López Obregón
Alternative Democratic Pole 

15.23%

Enrique Peñalosa
Colombian Green Party

8.28%

Page 6 of 14

Source: Colombian National Registry



Campaign Operative Scandal Broke

Mr. Zuluaga Gains Momentum 
Amid Confusion

¢ Santos

¢ Zuluaga 

First Round Tracking Data

A series of disruptions occurred late in the first round of the election. First, a top Santos campaign operative became the 
subject of a scandal based on false allegations and decided to resign in the best interest of the campaign. Then, Mr. 
Zuluaga became embroiled in a controversy when authorities arrested one of his own campaign operatives for allegedly 
conducting illegal surveillance intended to disrupt the peace process. Finally, Mr. Zuluaga’s campaign accused President 
Santos of accepting tainted money in a previous campaign (an accusation they later admitted was baseless). The impact of 
the temporary focus on scandals was that voters could not sort out who was the most to blame, and the momentum Zuluaga 
had begun to enjoy continued. 

The Santos campaign found itself at a competitive disadvantage leading up to the first round of votes because it had 
approximately 30 percent less money for ads than the other candidates due to election laws providing for higher spending 
limits for challengers than for an incumbent president. As a result, the Zuluaga campaign had begun airing ads for an entire 
month before the Santos team went on air. In fact, the Santos campaign was behind Mr. Zuluaga in ad spending for almost 
all of the first round. Just as important, however, was that when the Santos campaign did air television ads, they were not as 
effective as Mr. Zuluaga’s according to internal research data. 

On May 25, what was already an uncomfortable, narrow four-point lead at the time the scandal broke became a four-point 
loss to Óscar Iván Zuluaga in the first round of votes. 

A Loss In The First Round
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What the Data Showed After the May 25 Loss
Immediately following the loss, the Santos campaign conducted 
research to determine the causes of its defeat on May 25 and to 
find a pathway forward. The study, which was led by Brodnitz, 
interviewed 1,500 Colombian voters and determined various ways 
that the campaign could be framed in its final weeks.

The campaign received its data back on the evening of June 4, 
and Brodnitz began analyzing it immediately. It was clear that the 
campaign’s focus on the benefits of peace had helped strengthen the 
president’s standing significantly, but President Santos continued to trail 
Mr. Zuluaga by four points.

While Colombians strongly supported the president’s peace program, 
it was becoming increasingly difficult to defeat Mr. Zuluaga on the 
basis of that issue alone because Mr. Zuluaga had changed his 
position. The Santos campaign looked at seven possible ways to 
describe the difference between the approaches being offered by the 
two candidates to see which of these contrasts created the strongest 
advantage for President Santos. Of the seven, one was a clear 
contrast on peace that focused on the fact that Santos supported 
peace talks and Zuluaga planned to suspend them. Focusing solely 
on the benefits of peace had produced important dividends but was 
no longer the strongest approach because voters were not sure which 
candidate’s policies would lead to peace. This contrast would answer 
that question for voters. The other two strongest contrasts were not on 
peace; they were on economic issues that until this point had been 
largely ignored in the campaign. 

Specifically:

 •  When offered a choice between the president’s approach to 
improving the economy through measures such as increasing 
the minimum wage and Mr. Zuluaga’s approach, which 
focused on increasing corporate profits, undecided voters 
preferred the Santos approach by a  
27- point margin;

 •  When asked if they preferred Santos’s support for housing 
the poor or Mr. Zuluaga’s position that it was wrong to give 
housing to the poor for free, undecided voters preferred 
Santos’s position by a 34-point margin;

 •  When given a choice between continuing peace talks or 
suspending them (as Mr. Zuluaga proposed), undecided voters 
preferred President Santos’s approach by a 30-point margin.

Priorities of Colombian Voters

Economy 45%

Security23%

Healthcare11%

Poverty5%

Source: Internal Poll



What the Data Showed After the May 25 Loss
The data also showed that the president’s social and economic 
policy achievements, such as his program that provided 100,000 
homes for the poor and universal education, had strong support 
among Colombians when they were told about them, but awareness 
was generally not high. Fifty-nine percent of voters said they were 
more likely to vote for President Santos when they heard about his 
investments in education, job training, and housing. This fact was 
confirmed by focus groups of the first round’s campaign ads led by 
González, which concluded that the campaign needed to remind 
voters of the president’s key accomplishments and establish clearer 
contrasts on the differences between the candidates on economic 
issues.

The campaign also knew from previous research into the values of 
Colombian voters that the president’s values regarding economic 
issues were in line with the values of Mr. Zuluaga’s voters, and that 
Mr. Zuluaga’s values were not. 
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As a result, Brodnitz and Gonzalez concluded that the president 
could potentially win over some of Mr. Zuluaga’s voters on economic 
issues. For example, in December 2013, we found that 49 percent of 
Mr. Zuluaga’s supporters strongly agreed with the following statement: 

“I worry that a few wealthy people are able to achieve greater and 
greater wealth while ordinary Colombians seem to struggle more with 
each passing year.” The campaign also knew that it could use Mr. 
Zuluaga’s opposition to the president’s housing program to connect 
with the values of Mr. Zuluaga’s voters. 

For Brodnitz, González, and the campaign team, the data insights 
now pointed to a clear message moving forward: the campaign 
had to complement its peace message with a strong communication 
strategy that articulated President Santos’s policy achievements and his 
commitment to socioeconomic opportunities for all Colombians.

Summary of Message Santos Zuluaga
Preference 

for President 
Santos’s view

Housing: President Santos built 100,000 homes for working families vs. Mr. Zuluaga oppos-
es the president’s housing plan.

46 12 +34

Peace: President Santos will continue peace talks vs. Mr. Zuluaga will end peace talks 44 13 +30

Economic Visions: President Santos has a record and plan for helping working families & 
poor vs. Mr. Zuluaga’s record.

43 16 +27

Direction: President Santos’s direction vs. Uribe/Mr. Zuluaga’s direction 35 23 +12

Peace & Justice: President Santos supports peace talks with justice vs. Mr. Zuluaga only 
supports peace talks with preconditions.

28 28 0

Candidate Preference Among Undecided Voters After Hearing Top Five Contrast Messages
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Data Insights Become Strategy: Debates

While the new research findings showed that the Santos 
campaign was losing to Mr. Zuluaga by four points, it also 
indicated that a victory was possible with adjustments to the 
campaign’s communication strategy. 

The first strategy shift took place when the candidates held their 
first televised debate of the second round on June 5. President 
Santos assertively used the debates as an opportunity to draw a 
clear contrast between his record and Mr. Zuluaga’s economic 
agenda and to remind voters repeatedly (for the first time) of his 
work providing free vaccinations, universal education through 
grade 11, and building housing for 100,000 people who were 
too poor to buy on their own. In addition, the president challenged 
Mr. Zuluaga on his recent comment that he would not recognize the 
struggle against the FARC as a formal conflict, which would imply 
that its victims were not eligible for compensation. Internal research 
conducted to evaluate debates showed contrasts resonated with 
voters and confirmed that the president’s approach was the correct 
one.

Mr. Zuluaga’s strategy was to continue to assert that Santos was 
proposing peace “with impunity,” meaning that FARC terrorists 
would receive amnesty. President Santos refuted this claim 
successfully, and it was ultimately not effective since internal 
campaign research showed that Colombian voters overwhelmingly 
believed that forgiveness was a sign of strength. Further 
complicating Mr. Zuluaga’s strategy was that he did not have 
good answers to the new questions President Santos raised about 
his positions on peace and economic issues.
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The next day, June 6, the campaign’s internal tracking polls showed 
President Santos had developed a lead for the first time since the 
first round of voting. It became clear at this point that the strategy 
developed for the runoff was beginning to work by strengthening the 
president’s base of support and popularity among supporters of other 
parties. Further gains were made possible by the common ground 
the president had with such leaders as Clara López Obregón and 
Antanas Mockus, his 2010 opponent. 

President Santos’s Gain on Key Issues
¢ Santos ¢ Zuluaga

Job Creation

Will Stand Up for People Like You

Help the Poor

Achieving Peace
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To continue the upward trend, the Santos campaign doubled-down 
on the new strategy in subsequent debates. One of the most 
striking exchanges of the campaign occurred on June 9 during the 
second televised meeting between the two candidates:

Data Insights Become Strategy: Debates

Message More Likely Less Likely Difference

Record Helping the Poor 60% 31% +29

Job Training Program 59% 34% +25

Housing Program 58% 34% +24

Benefits of Peace 57% 36% +21

Message More Likely Less Likely Difference

Opposes Santos Housing Program 28 63 -35

Abandon Peace Talks 35 53 -18

Likeliness to Vote for President Santos

Likeliness to Vote for Mr. Zuluaga
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“ I’m glad that Mr. Zuluaga has brought 
up his experience and what he has done 
because that is where we begin to see 
differences. Mr. Zuluaga believes in an 
economic model where the rich have tax 
give-aways and the poor are excluded 
[….] There is a fundamental difference in 
his point of view about how the country 
should be like on social issues, but above 
all because he favors continuing this war 
without end and I favor ending this war 
once and for all.” 

— President Juan Manuel Santos

At this point, the Santos campaign knew that Mr. Zuluaga was 
in serious trouble because its data had shown that 63 percent of 
voters were less likely to support him upon learning of his economic 
record and agenda. Internal tracking provided further confirmation, 
as he was now losing to President Santos in all the key attributes, 
such as helping the poor, improving the economy, and achieving 
peace. 

This debate was also particularly helpful to President Santos 
because, as research showed, Mr. Zuluaga was widely perceived 
as being too aggressive and disrespectful of the president during 
their exchanges. At one point, Mr. Zuluaga said that he could not 
respect the president, which resulted in much of the post debate 
analysis focusing on Mr. Zuluaga’s bellicose demeanor and played 
into the perception that Mr. Zuluaga was ultimately not a man of 
peace. 

The next day Mr. Zuluaga canceled all remaining debates with 
President Santos and suspended all public appearances in the 
campaign’s final four days, citing laryngitis and his doctor’s orders. 
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Data Insights Become Strategy: Advertising
The new message was also incorporated into advertising for the 
final two weeks of the campaign and adopted two tracks: 

 •  Besides focusing on the benefits of the peace accords, the 
president’s campaign began emphasizing the negative 
consequences of not achieving peace. 

 •  The campaign introduced new arguments related to 
the contrast between the candidates’ differences on 
the economy and aid to the working poor. The Santos 
campaign argued that while Mr. Zuluaga addressed 
unemployment by reducing overtime pay to increase 
corporate profits, President Santos worked to reduce 
unemployment by asking the rich to pay a little more in 
taxes to provide tax relief to families with limited income. 

One indication that the strategy was successful and that the Zuluaga 
campaign knew it was in trouble is that Mr. Zuluaga made a last-
minute attempt to emphasize his commitment to increasing wages 
and his support for the Familias en Accion (Families in Action) social 
program. This strategy was similar to what he used in the second 
round when he began to mirror President Santos’s message on 
peace.

Another indication that the president had touched on issues that 
were resonating with voters came in the form of an online video. In 
the last week of the campaign, an 85-year-old woman posted a 
video on YouTube, where she announced her preference for Santos 
because of the difference between the candidates on the issue of 
housing. The video was a viral success, with two million views by 
election night. 

Perhaps the most compelling indication that the new strategy was 
working was that the campaign’s internal polls shifted significantly 
during the week leading up to the election. What was as a 
four-point deficit a week after the May 25 loss turned into a near 
statistical tie after the first debate and wave of new ads. This 
statistical tie then became a lead for the president that continued to 
widen through election day.
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Results: A 10-Point Shift In 10 Days 
On June 15, President Juan Manuel Santos became the first incumbent Latin American head of state in recent memory to win 
reelection after losing in the first round with a decisive 51%–45% victory over Mr. Zuluaga.

While the post-election media narrative was that President Santos won solely on the issue of peace, research leading up to the 
runoff points to several factors that led to the win:

 •  The case for peace was redefined. Before the runoff, the Santos campaign’s message on peace was to remind 
voters that the president was working on it. Immediately following the loss on May 25, the Santos campaign tightened 
the message to both a focus on the benefits of peace and the negative consequences of not achieving it. Internal polling 
data showed that this change in strategy propelled the campaign to over 40% and within single digits of Mr. Zuluaga. 
In its final 10 days, the campaign further sharpened its peace message by creating a clear contrast with Mr. Zuluaga on 
the issue.

Juan Manuel 
Santos 

51%

Óscar Iván 
Zuluaga

45%
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Final Election Results President Santos’s Wins in Bogota and Key Regions  
Proved Decisive in the Second Round

First Round Second Round

¢ Santos
¢ Zuluaga
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 •  The Santos campaign’s decision to broaden its message—by emphasizing the president’s 
policy achievements and contrasting them with Mr. Zuluaga’s economic agenda and record—
proved to be a key to its success. The research shows that President Santos retook the lead in the race 
beginning on June 5 when the campaign began connecting with voters’ values by introducing its message of economic 
opportunity for all and when it began articulating (for the first time) the president’s successful first term in office. Until that 
day, Mr. Zuluaga enjoyed a lead when it came to helping the poor and improving the economy, but the data shows that 
this advantage shifted to President Santos once his campaign implemented the new strategy. 

 •  New cross-party alliances were formed. President Santos’s bold plan for peace and commitment to fighting 
for poor and working-class families, which came to the forefront of the race, allowed his campaign to form alliances 
with parties and leaders who were previously undecided. While the new message provided the framework, for these 
alliances to materialize, it required strong political outreach by the campaign. 

 •  The campaign launched a highly successful voter turnout effort. President Santos made gains in 
several regions that were key to doubling the number of votes he received in the first round and winning the election, 
including a turnaround in the battleground area of Bogotá, going from trailing Mr. Zuluaga by four points in the first 
round to leading him by 14 points in the second. He also improved his lead significantly in nearly every region, usually 
by double digits. Furthermore, President Santos had a dominant showing, winning over half of the vote in several regions: 
Pacífica (68%), Atlántica (66%), Valle (61%), and Bogotá (52%). The effort was so successful that the vote difference he 
obtained in Bogotá and the Atlántica region was sufficient to compensate for all the departments where he lost. 

In his election night victory speech, President Santos’s message to the Colombian people reflected the campaign’s strategy in 
its final 10 days. He emphasized his commitment to peace as well as his commitment to economic equality. Voters gave him a 
mandate to fulfill his promise with his convincing victory. 

Results: A 10-Point Shift In 10 Days 

“ This is a great opportunity for our country. An opportunity to create more 
jobs, stop crime, improve our children’s education, and ensure that our 
economic growth benefits everyone. Colombia will be much greater without 
the weight of conflict hanging over our heads.”

— President Juan Manuel Santos
Election Night  |  June 15, 2014

Source: santopresidente.com  |  Photographer: Campaign


