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Abstract

This study examines how political elites understand hierarchy, organizational identity, intergroup
relations, and clientelistic practices during Indonesia’s 2024 Presidential Election. Drawing on Social
Dominance Theory, Social Identity Theory, and Deutsch’s Theory of Cooperation and Competition as
interpretive frameworks, the study employed in-depth interviews with 10 political elites representing
major parties associated with the three presidential candidate pairs. Thematic analysis identified three
interrelated patterns. First, political competition strengthened organizational identity, cadre formation,
loyalty, and hierarchical continuity, illustrating how organizational cohesion may simultaneously support
political stability and reproduce unequal power relations. Second, intergroup boundaries among political
elites remained adaptive, with intense electoral competition followed by post-election cooperation
shaped by shared interests, interpersonal relationships, and pragmatic adjustment. Third, clientelism
operated as a relational mechanism of political power in which reciprocity, loyalty, trust, and resource
distribution sustained enduring political networks. These findings suggest that elite political behaviour
cannot be adequately explained through institutional incentives alone. Instead, political power is
reproduced through the interaction of organizational identity, hierarchy, adaptive intergroup relations, and
relational exchange. The study contributes a socio-psychological perspective to understanding elite
politics and democratic governance in transitional democracies.

Introduction

General elections constitute socio-psychological arenas in which group processes and intergroup
dynamics become particularly salient. Political competition activates social identities, encourages
strategic behavior, and may intensify intergroup tensions [1]. Social psychology therefore provides a
valuable perspective for understanding how identity salience, voting behavior, favoritism, and
discrimination emerge during electoral contests [2, 3]. In political settings where ideological competition
intersects with cultural and identity structures, psychological constructs such as Social Dominance
Orientation (SDO), and Right-Wing Authoritarianism (RWA) offer useful conceptual lenses for examining
how individuals and groups perceive hierarchy, legitimacy, and social relations [4].

Indonesia's 2024 presidential election represents a particularly important case for examining these
dynamics. The nomination of Gibran Rakabuming Raka, son of the incumbent President Joko Widodo
(Jokowi), as Prabowo Subianto's vice-presidential running mate, following a controversial Constitutional
Court ruling [5], together with Jokowi's perceived political support, generated extensive public debate
concerning political dynasties, constitutional legitimacy, and democratic backsliding. These
developments intensified political polarization and raised concerns regarding electoral fairness and
institutional integrity. Within this context, political actors mobilized identities, legitimacy claims, and
perceptions of threat that are consistent with issues addressed by Social Dominance Theory [6].
Indonesia's collectivist culture and socio-religious diversity further shape these political processes [7, 8],
while identity-based cleavages involving religion, ethnicity, and ideology continue to serve as important
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resources for electoral mobilization [9], often reinforcing perceptions of injustice and intergroup division
[10].

The election involved three candidate pairs representing different political coalitions and social
constituencies. The Prabowo-Gibran ticket, frequently perceived as closely associated with the
incumbent administration, illustrates broader debates concerning elite power, institutional legitimacy,
and democratic governance. Public discussions surrounding Jokowi's political role have raised
questions regarding distributive and interactional justice [11, 12, 13], while comparable concerns
regarding elite dominance and electoral manipulation have also been documented in other democratic
contexts, including Sri Lanka and Brazil [14, 15]. Rather than treating these debates as established facts,
this study approaches them as part of the political narratives and elite perceptions that surrounded
Indonesia's 2024 presidential election.

As a hybrid democracy, Indonesia provides an important setting for understanding how institutional
processes interact with cultural values and group-based political behavior [16]. Political strategies such
as dynastic succession, youth mobilization, and familial patronage suggest the continuing importance of
collectivist norms and group loyalty in elite politics. Likewise, clientelism and pork-barrel politics,
including the politicization of social assistance programs, remain significant features of Indonesian
electoral competition [17, 18]. These practices have been widely associated with patterns of in-group
favoritism and unequal resource distribution [19, 20], making them relevant contexts for examining how
political elites understand hierarchy, cooperation, and intergroup relations.

Despite intense electoral competition, the post-election period was characterized by political
reconciliation and coalition formation. Prabowo's effort to build a broad governing coalition, including
former electoral rivals, illustrates the fluidity of political alliances following electoral contestation.
Deutsch's [21] theory of cooperation and competition provides a useful framework for interpreting this
process, particularly through the concepts of substitutability, inducibility, and cathexis, which help
explain how previously competing actors may engage in strategic cooperation. Although such political
flexibility may contribute to governmental stability, it also raises questions regarding elite convergence,
democratic accountability, and the potential suppression of critical dissent [22].

Although previous studies have examined Indonesian elections primarily through institutional and
political economy perspectives [23, 24], comparatively little attention has been devoted to the socio-
psychological processes underlying elite political behavior. Existing studies have explored intergroup
tensions and populism in Indonesian politics [9, 10], yet relatively few have examined how elite actors
themselves interpret hierarchy, group loyalty, political competition, and post-election cooperation through
a social psychological perspective. Rather than treating psychological constructs such as SDO, and RWA
as directly measurable outcomes within this qualitative study, this research employs these concepts as
interpretive frameworks for understanding elite narratives and political practices. Drawing on qualitative
interviews with political elites from different parties, this study explores how perceptions of hierarchy,
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identity, clientelism, and strategic cooperation contribute to power consolidation and the management of
intergroup relations within Indonesia's contemporary democratic context.

Methodology

Research Design

This study employed an exploratory qualitative design to investigate how political elites interpreted
hierarchy, political identity, clientelism, and post-election cooperation during Indonesia's 2024
Presidential Election. A qualitative approach was considered appropriate because the study sought to
explore participants' experiences, perceptions, and interpretations within a complex political context
rather than to quantify psychological constructs. The approach enables researchers to capture context-
specific meanings and nuanced socio-political processes that may not be adequately represented
through standardized quantitative measures [26].

Rather than directly measuring psychological constructs such as Social Dominance Orientation (SDO)
and Right-Wing Authoritarianism (RWA), this study uses these concepts as interpretive frameworks for
understanding how political elites described their experiences, decisions, and interactions during the
election process. Consequently, psychological concepts were employed to interpret emerging themes
after the analysis rather than serving as predetermined coding categories.

Ethical approval for this study was obtained from the Komisi Etik Penelitian Psikologi, Faculty of
Psychology, Universitas Muhammadiyah Malang, Indonesia, under approval number E.6.m/079/KE-FPsi-
UMM/11/2024, following the ethical principles, standards, and CIOMS-WHO guidelines specified by the
committee, and from the Jawatankuasa Etika Penyelidikan Manusia Universiti Sains Malaysia (JEPeM-
USM), also known as the Human Research Ethics Committee USM (HREC), under protocol code
USM/JEPeM/PP/24020160, in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki, ICH Guidelines, GCP
Standards, CIOMS Guidelines, WHO standards and relevant local regulations and ethical review
procedures.

Participants and Recruitment

Data were collected through in-depth interviews with ten political elites representing the principal
political parties supporting the three presidential candidate pairs: Anies Baswedan - Muhaimin Iskandar,
Prabowo Subianto - Gibran Rakabuming Raka, and Ganjar Pranowo - Mahfud MD. Participants were
affiliated with Partai Nasional Demokrat (NasDem), Partai Kebangkitan Bangsa (PKB), Partai Keadilan
Sejahtera (PKS), Partai Gerakan Indonesia Raya (Gerindra), Partai Golongan Karya (Golkar), and Partai
Demokrasi Indonesia Perjuangan (PDIP) (Table 1).

Participants were recruited using purposive sampling followed by snowball sampling, a strategy
commonly employed when studying elite or difficult-to-access populations (Noy, 2008). Initial
participants were identified based on their strategic positions within political parties and their direct
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involvement in campaign activities and organizational decision-making. Subsequent participants were
recruited through referrals from earlier participants to obtain perspectives from different political
affiliations while maintaining access to elite networks.

To ensure that participants possessed sufficient political experience, eligibility criteria required
individuals to occupy at least regional leadership positions (Dewan Pimpinan Daerah) and to have
actively participated in electoral strategy, coalition building, campaign coordination, or party decision-
making during the 2024 presidential election. This composition allowed the study to capture
perspectives from competing political camps and facilitated political triangulation across ideological
positions, thereby strengthening the credibility of the findings [27].

Thematic saturation was evaluated continuously throughout the data collection process. After the eighth
interview, no substantially new conceptual categories emerged from the data. The ninth and tenth
interviews primarily reinforced previously identified patterns concerning hierarchy, political loyalty,
clientelistic practices, and post-election cooperation. As the final interviews generated confirmation
rather than novel conceptual insights, the research team concluded that thematic saturation had been
achieved.

Table 1. Participant Characteristics

Pseudonym Sex Age Political Party

Ahlan Male 51 Partai Kebangkitan Bangsa (PKB)

Sonya Female 45 Partai Kebangkitan Bangsa (PKB)

Alif Male 40 Partai Kebangkitan Bangsa (PKB)

Pahlevi Male 42 Partai Nasional Demokrat (Nasdem)

Risa Female 53 Partai Keadilan Sejahtera (PKS)

Gilang Male 38 Partai Keadilan Sejahtera (PKS)

Garda Male 58 Partai Gerakan Indonesia Raya (Gerindra)
Galih Female 43 Partai Golongan Karya (Golkar)

Wati Female 55 Partai Demokrasi Indonesia Perjuangan (PDIP)
Ardito Male 39 Partai Demokrasi Indonesia Perjuangan (PDIP)

Data Collection

Data were collected through semi-structured, in-depth interviews conducted in Bahasa Indonesia. The
interview guide was designed to explore participants' experiences and perceptions regarding political
hierarchy, identity, cooperation and competition, perceived justice, clientelistic practices, and electoral
strategies. Although informed by relevant social psychological literature, the interview questions were
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intentionally open-ended to encourage participants to describe their experiences in their own words
rather than respond to predefined theoretical constructs.

Each interview lasted approximately 90-150 minutes and, where necessary, was conducted over multiple
sessions to accommodate participants' schedules and allow for deeper exploration of emerging issues.
With participants' informed consent, all interviews were audio-recorded and supplemented by detailed
field notes documenting contextual information, non-verbal communication, and researchers'
observations during the interviews.

Previous qualitative research suggests that studies involving knowledgeable elite participants commonly
achieve thematic saturation within approximately six to twelve interviews [28]. Given the participants'
direct involvement in high-level political decision-making, the interviews yielded rich and detailed
accounts of campaign strategies, coalition dynamics, identity politics, and post-election political
developments.

Data Analysis

Interview recordings were transcribed verbatim and analyzed following Saldafia's coding procedures [29].
The analysis adopted an inductive approach in which themes were developed from participants'
narratives rather than imposed from existing theories. The analytical process consisted of several
stages. First, transcripts were read repeatedly to achieve familiarity with the data. Second, initial codes
were generated to capture meaningful segments describing political experiences, organizational
practices, interpersonal relationships, and electoral strategies. Third, conceptually related codes were
grouped into broader categories through iterative comparison across participants. Finally, these
categories were refined into overarching themes representing recurring patterns across political parties
and participant groups.

Only after these themes had been established were they interpreted using Social Dominance Theory
[6,7,30], Social Identity Theory [31], and Deutsch's Theory of Cooperation and Competition [21].
Accordingly, the psychological theories functioned as analytical lenses for interpreting the empirical
findings rather than as coding frameworks that predetermined the analysis. To enhance analytical rigor,
coding was independently reviewed by members of the research team through an inter-rater process.
Coding discrepancies were discussed until consensus was achieved, and thematic interpretations were
continuously refined through iterative comparison with the interview transcripts. Throughout the
analytical process, reflexivity was maintained by acknowledging researchers' assumptions and critically
examining how these might influence interpretation. The research team adopted the role of external
observers and maintained analytical distance from all political parties represented in the study to
minimize potential bias and conflicts of interest.

Results
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The analysis generated three interrelated themes describing how political elites interpreted political
competition, cooperation, and resource distribution during Indonesia's 2024 Presidential Election. These
themes emerged inductively from participants' narratives following iterative coding and cross-case
comparison and represent recurring patterns across political parties. The three themes comprise (1)
Political Competition as Organizational Strengthening; (2) Political Reconciliation and Coalition
Formation; and (3) Clientelistic Practices in Elite Political Strategy.

Theme 1. Political Competition as Organizational
Strengthening

Participants consistently described electoral competition as extending beyond the contest for political
office. Across political parties, competition was perceived as an organizational process that encouraged
internal evaluation, strengthened party structures, stimulated innovation, and improved political
preparedness. Rather than viewing rival parties solely as adversaries, participants frequently described
political competition as an incentive to improve organizational performance.

"Political party rivals as motivation to improve our performance, make us more innovative, increase internal
party and supporter engagement, and make us stronger to adapt." (Male, 51 years old)

Beyond organizational improvement, participants emphasized the importance of developing future
political cadres. Several parties viewed youth mobilization as a strategic investment in organizational
continuity, particularly because younger voters represented an increasingly influential electoral
constituency. Youth organizations were therefore strengthened not only to support campaign activities
but also to prepare future generations of political leaders.

"We know that most voters are from the younger generation. Therefore, facing the 2024 presidential
election, we are solidifying Gerindra Masa Depan (Young Gerindra)." (Male, 58 years old)

Participants also described cadre formation as extending beyond formal party structures to include
family members and close relatives. Such recruitment practices were generally perceived as
strengthening trust, organizational stability, and ideological continuity because long-standing
interpersonal relationships facilitated loyalty and commitment to party objectives.

"Cadres of family and close relatives are a long-term investment for the party. Strong family ties make the
party more cohesive and maintain the continuity of the party's ideology and programs.” (Female, 43 years
old)

Although family-based cadre recruitment was often regarded as beneficial for maintaining organizational
cohesion, participants also acknowledged potential drawbacks. Several participants expressed concern
that the concentration of leadership within political families could encourage dynastic succession and
reduce opportunities for broader political participation.
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"The practice of nepotism in the 2024 election occurred recklessly. The election of President Joko Widodo's
son, Gibran Rakabuming Raka, as vice president of Prabowo Subianto cannot be separated from violations
of the constitution, unethical attitudes, and the desire to perpetuate power. Of course, this violates the
principles of democracy in Indonesia.” (Male, 38 years old)

Notably, perspectives regarding family-based political recruitment were not entirely uniform. While some
participants regarded familial networks as mechanisms for maintaining organizational continuity, others
interpreted the same practices as contributing to political dynasties and the concentration of power.
These contrasting perspectives illustrate that organizational cohesion and democratic inclusiveness
were often perceived as competing considerations within contemporary Indonesian electoral politics.

Across political parties, participants consistently portrayed electoral competition as serving two
complementary organizational functions. First, competition stimulated internal innovation, strategic
adaptation, and leadership development. Second, it reinforced organizational cohesion through long-
term cadre formation and interpersonal loyalty. At the same time, participants recognized that these
strategies could also generate tensions concerning political inclusiveness, leadership succession, and
democratic accountability. These findings suggest that political competition was understood not merely
as electoral rivalry but as a broader organizational process through which parties strengthened their
internal capacity while negotiating competing expectations regarding continuity and democratic
representation.

Theme 2. Political Reconciliation and Coalition Formation

Following the presidential election, participants consistently described a noticeable transition from
electoral competition to political cooperation. Although political parties had competed intensively during
the campaign period, participants viewed the post-election phase as requiring dialogue, negotiation, and
coalition building to ensure governmental stability. Rather than maintaining prolonged political
confrontation, inter-party relationships were perceived as becoming increasingly pragmatic after the
official announcement of the election results.

One participant explained that post-election cooperation represented an expected stage of Indonesia's
democratic process. Political rivalry during the campaign was regarded as temporary, while collaboration
after the election was considered necessary for future governance and national development.

"After being appointed as President-elect by the General Election Commission, Mr. Prabowo Subianto visited
our party and met the party chairman. We are open to various forms of cooperation in future nation-
building. We at PKB are ready to support that. The presidential election is over, and it is time to measure and
consider the best opportunities for our party and this nation.” (Female, 45 years old)

Participants further described reconciliation as involving a gradual shift in relationships between political
actors. Although differences in political preferences remained, they emphasized that these differences

should not prevent future communication, collaboration, or mutual respect among party members.
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Maintaining interpersonal relationships across political parties was viewed as an important aspect of
political maturity and democratic stability.

"During elections, we enjoy the existing political dynamics. We are not reactive to issues that attack our
party. After that, we must accept defeat and every difference, appreciate the winner, and maintain
interpersonal relationships with members of other parties." (Male, 38 years old)

Several participants also suggested that coalition formation was influenced by pragmatic political
considerations rather than solely by ideological similarities. Cooperation among former political rivals
was commonly described as a mechanism for facilitating governance, accommodating diverse political
interests, and ensuring policy continuity following the election. Although participants generally viewed
reconciliation positively, some also acknowledged potential challenges associated with broad political
coalitions. They noted that extensive cooperation among political parties could reduce the intensity of
parliamentary opposition and limit opportunities for alternative political voices to influence policy
debates. Nevertheless, these concerns were expressed as potential consequences of coalition politics
rather than as reasons to reject post-election cooperation altogether.

Across participants, post-election reconciliation was consistently portrayed as a dynamic process of
rebuilding political relationships after electoral competition. Rather than eliminating political differences,
reconciliation involved managing disagreement through dialogue, negotiation, and coalition formation.
These findings indicate that participants perceived political competition and political cooperation not as
contradictory processes but as sequential phases within Indonesia's democratic electoral cycle.

Theme 3. Clientelistic Practices in Elite Political Strategy

Participants consistently identified clientelistic practices as an important feature of Indonesia's 2024
Presidential Election. Across political parties, participants described clientelism not only as the
exchange of political support for material benefits but also as a broader strategy involving political
appointments, access to state resources, and institutional influence. Although participants differed in
their evaluations of these practices, they commonly perceived clientelism as shaping political
competition and post-election power distribution.

One participant argued that the consolidation of political influence occurred through strategic
appointments and institutional decision-making prior to the election. From this perspective, political
authority was perceived as extending beyond electoral competition into the organization of state
institutions.

"President Joko Widodo committed an abuse of power to perpetuate his power, which was planned in a

structured manner before the 2024 presidential election. He assigned and transferred positions to regional
heads deemed to suit his political preferences, which he could control so that they could be empowered to
win votes in the election. Apart from that, he also placed his family as chairman of the Constitutional Court,
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which then changed the age limit regulations for presidential and vice-presidential candidates so that
Gibran Rakabuming Raka, Joko Widodo's son, could run as vice-presidential candidate." (Male, 39 years old)

Other participants highlighted the allocation of strategic economic resources following the election.
They perceived these decisions as reflecting reciprocal political relationships between governing elites
and organizations that had provided electoral support.

"After the 2024 election and before the end of his presidential term, President Joko Widodo made new
regulations by granting mining land concession permits to mass organizations. There is a tendency to bagi-
bagi kue (sharing political resources) among organizations supporting particular political preferences while
maintaining influence through the elected President and Vice President." (Female, 55 years old)

Beyond interview data, documentary materials reviewed as contextual evidence illustrated that similar
concerns had also emerged within broader public discourse. For example, the Dirty Vote [18]
documentary questioned the distribution of social assistance programmes during the election period
and raised concerns regarding the relationship between public welfare programmes and electoral
competition. In the present study, these documentary materials were used to contextualize participants'
perceptions rather than as independent empirical findings.

"Social assistance is a state facility. The authority to distribute social assistance belongs to the Ministry of
Social Affairs. It should not become personal political assistance associated with particular political
actors." (18)

Additional documentary sources also reflected continuing public debate concerning institutional
appointments and the role of state institutions following the election. For example, public reports
discussed proposals concerning the placement of military and police personnel in civilian positions,
while media reports described public concerns regarding democratic accountability and institutional
independence. These documentary sources did not constitute primary data in this study but provided
contextual evidence that complemented issues raised during the interviews.

The interview findings and supporting documentary materials indicate that participants understood
clientelism as extending beyond conventional vote-buying practices to encompass broader processes of
political resource distribution, institutional appointments, and reciprocal relationships between political
elites and supporting organizations. While interview participants expressed differing political evaluations
of these developments, recurring narratives across political parties suggest that clientelistic practices
were widely perceived as an important component of Indonesia's contemporary electoral landscape.

Discussion

This study demonstrates that elite political behaviour during Indonesia's 2024 Presidential Election is
shaped not only by institutional incentives but also by socio-psychological processes involving
organizational identity, hierarchy maintenance, reciprocal trust, and adaptive intergroup relations. While
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previous studies have primarily interpreted Indonesian elections through political economy, patronage,
and institutional perspectives [17, 23, 25], the interview findings indicate that political actors themselves
understand electoral competition, coalition formation, and clientelistic practices through shared
identities, organizational norms, and long-term interpersonal relationships. Rather than replacing
institutional explanations, the present findings complement them by explaining the psychological
mechanisms through which political power is reproduced.

The first finding shows that electoral competition functions beyond the pursuit of electoral victory.
Participants consistently described elections as opportunities to strengthen organizational cohesion,
regenerate leadership, and reinforce party identity. These findings support Social Dominance Theory,
which argues that hierarchical systems are maintained through legitimizing institutions and
organizational practices [6, 30]. Rather than viewing cadre succession and familial leadership simply as
mechanisms of domination, participants regarded them as legitimate strategies for ensuring
organizational continuity and political stability. This distinction illustrates that hierarchy maintenance
may simultaneously be experienced as organizational responsibility by political insiders while remaining
contested as democratic inequality from an external perspective.

The findings also reinforce Social Identity Theory [31]. Political parties were consistently portrayed as
enduring social groups that cultivate shared values, collective commitment, and organizational loyalty
rather than temporary electoral vehicles. Such identification strengthens cohesion and organizational
resilience [22, 31, 32], yet it may also reinforce established leadership structures and reduce openness to
internal dissent. Consistent with Haslam et al. [33], participants evaluated political leadership primarily
through the ability to represent collective interests and maintain organizational unity. Likewise, youth
organizations were described as important settings for political socialization and leadership
development, supporting Malafaia et al. [34], who argue that political participation among young
members facilitates identity formation and organizational commitment. Together, these findings indicate
that political continuity is reproduced not only through institutional succession but also through the
gradual internalization of shared organizational identities. Although this study did not directly measure
Social Dominance Orientation or Right-Wing Authoritarianism, participants' emphasis on loyalty,
continuity, and organizational discipline is consistent with previous research linking hierarchy
preferences to conservative political orientations [35].

The second finding demonstrates that political competition among elites remains highly adaptive.
Although electoral campaigns intensified partisan identities, participants consistently viewed political
rivalry as temporary and coalition building as a necessary stage of democratic governance. This differs
from studies showing that elections often intensify affective polarization, ideological hostility, and
intergroup conflict among voters [36,37,38,39). Instead, elite political actors distinguished between
electoral competition and governing responsibilities, allowing organizational identities to remain
sufficiently flexible for post-election cooperation.
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This adaptive pattern is consistent with Deutsch's [21] Theory of Cooperation and Competition, which
proposes that competitive relationships become cooperative when actors recognize shared goals and
mutual dependence. Participants described coalition formation as a pragmatic adjustment to changing
political realities rather than ideological convergence. Long-standing interpersonal relationships among
political elites appeared to facilitate this transition by preserving trust and communication across party
boundaries. These observations are also consistent with intergroup contact research demonstrating that
repeated interaction can reduce intergroup tension and facilitate cooperation [40]. Furthermore, the
findings resonate with research on electoral momentum showing that political actors adapt strategically
to changing political environments. Lammers et al. [41] distinguish heuristic-driven bandwagon effects
from fairness-based underdog effects, while Unkelbach et al. [42] demonstrate that perceived electoral
momentum influences political behaviour beyond ideological commitment. Similarly, participants
described coalition formation as a rational adaptation following the institutional acceptance of election
results.

While political science commonly explains coalition politics through institutional bargaining and office-
seeking incentives, the present findings suggest that coalition durability also depends on reciprocal trust,
adaptive identities, and sustained interpersonal relationships. Nevertheless, extensive elite cooperation
may reduce democratic contestation by weakening opposition and narrowing ideological alternatives.
This observation is consistent with Tarmo and Issa [43], who argue that strong organizational cohesion
within collectivist contexts may unintentionally encourage conformity and reduce critical deliberation.

The third finding extends existing understandings of clientelism by positioning it as both an institutional
and socio-psychological process. Participants described clientelistic relationships as long-term
reciprocal partnerships characterized by organizational loyalty, interpersonal trust, and enduring
obligations rather than short-term electoral exchanges. This complements political science perspectives
that conceptualize clientelism as reciprocal exchanges between political actors and citizens [17, 20, 44,
45]. The present findings suggest that institutional explanations describe how clientelism operates,
whereas socio-psychological processes explain why these relationships remain resilient across electoral
cycles.

Participants also perceived public resource distribution, particularly social assistance programmes, as
politically significant during the election. Similar dynamics have been documented internationally, where
welfare programmes become incorporated into electoral strategies [46, 47]. However, these accounts
should be interpreted as participants' perceptions rather than verified evidence of electoral misconduct.
Documentary materials, including Dirty Vote [18], media reports, and Constitutional Court proceedings
[48], were used solely to contextualize these perceptions and not as primary empirical evidence. This
distinction strengthens the methodological separation between interview findings and secondary
documentary sources.

Viewed through Social Dominance Theory and Social Identity Theory, clientelism emerges as more than
material exchange. Political loyalty develops through repeated interaction, shared organizational
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experiences, and reciprocal obligations that reinforce collective identity and normalize hierarchical
relationships [6, 30, 31]. Rather than relying solely on economic incentives, clientelistic relationships
become psychologically meaningful because they strengthen belonging, trust, and organizational
continuity. This perspective advances existing literature by conceptualizing clientelism as a relational
identity process through which institutional arrangements and psychological mechanisms jointly
reproduce political power.

The findings indicate that institutional and socio-psychological perspectives should be understood as
complementary rather than competing explanations of elite political behaviour. Institutional approaches
explain the structural conditions under which clientelism, coalition politics, and patronage emerge [17,
44, 45], whereas social psychology explains how political actors construct legitimacy, maintain
organizational identities, negotiate intergroup boundaries, and reproduce hierarchical relationships over
time. By integrating Social Dominance Theory, Social Identity Theory, and Deutsch's Theory of
Cooperation and Competition, this study provides a more comprehensive explanation of elite political
behaviour in transitional democracies than either perspective alone.

Several limitations should be acknowledged. The findings are based on interviews with ten elite political
actors and therefore provide analytical rather than statistical generalization. The study also relies on
participants' interpretations of political processes rather than direct observation of decision-making,
while documentary sources were included only as contextual evidence. Future research should integrate
qualitative inquiry with quantitative measures of Social Dominance Orientation, organizational
identification, political trust, and intergroup attitudes, and employ comparative and longitudinal designs
to examine whether similar socio-psychological mechanisms operate across different democratic
contexts.

Conclusion

This study explored how political elites interpreted hierarchy, organizational identity, intergroup relations,
and clientelistic practices during Indonesia’s 2024 Presidential Election. Three interrelated patterns
emerged from the interviews. First, electoral competition was understood as a process of organizational
strengthening through cadre development, youth mobilization, organizational loyalty, and leadership
continuity. These processes strengthened collective identity and organizational cohesion while also
raising concerns about familial recruitment, political dynasties, and the concentration of power. Second,
political competition was perceived as a temporary intergroup relationship that could shift toward
cooperation after the election. Post-election reconciliation and coalition formation were shaped not only
by institutional and political considerations but also by interpersonal relationships, mutual trust, shared
interests, and pragmatic adaptation. Third, clientelism was understood by participants as extending
beyond conventional electoral exchange to include political appointments, access to resources,
institutional influence, and reciprocal relationships between political elites and supporting organizations.
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These findings demonstrate that elite political behaviour cannot be adequately understood through
institutional incentives alone. Political power is also reproduced through socio-psychological processes
involving organizational identification, hierarchy legitimization, interpersonal trust, and the negotiation of
intergroup boundaries. Social Dominance Theory, Social Identity Theory, and Deutsch’s Theory of
Cooperation and Competition provide complementary perspectives for interpreting these processes,
while the qualitative design highlights how such processes are understood by political actors
themselves.

The study contributes to the literature by bringing the perspectives of political elites into the analysis of
Indonesian electoral politics and by connecting socio-psychological processes with broader institutional
and political dynamics. The findings also suggest that strengthening democratic governance requires
political organizations to balance organizational continuity and collective cohesion with inclusive
leadership, internal deliberation, and meaningful political contestation. Future research should examine
whether the socio-psychological processes identified in this study operate similarly across different
political contexts, electoral cycles, and democratic settings.
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