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Tinkering with executive term limits: partisan imbalances
and institutional legacies in Latin America
Gabriel L. Negretto

Instituto de Ciencia Política, Pontificia Universidad Catolica de Chile, Santiago de Chile, Chile

ABSTRACT
Why are some democratically elected presidents more likely than others to extend or
remove their current term limits? This paper argues that the frequency and type of
reforms relaxing executive term limits depend on the relative partisan power of
presidents and on inherited institutional constraints. These reforms are more likely
when short-term shifts in the distribution of partisan resources significantly favour
an incumbent executive vis-à-vis the opposition. Yet partisan imbalances do not
fully account for the observed variation in outcomes across presidential
democracies. Long-standing institutional legacies also affect whether presidents are
willing and able to ease existing term limits. Specifically, the maintenance of
effective executive constraints over time reduces the probability that incumbents
facing restrictions on consecutive re-election will obtain a one-term extension and
makes it extremely unlikely that they will abolish term limits altogether. A statistical
analysis of reforms allowing consecutive executive re-election in Latin America
between 1978 and 2015 and a comparison between Ecuador and Colombia support
these arguments.
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I will talk with congressmen and ask them what is necessary to do to be able to stand as a can-
didate and not continue to be banned from competing in 1999. I am the only one who cannot
compete; why only me? Carlos Menem, President of Argentina (1989–1999)

Introduction

The different and often creative ways in which presidents tinker with term limits to
perpetuate themselves in power is a classic topic in the study of autocracies. More
recently, reforms aimed at extending or removing term limits have drawn the attention
of scholars concerned with democratic backsliding, as these changes may signal a
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strategy of executive aggrandizement. Comparative studies that seek to explain reforms
relaxing presidential term limits mainly focus on the resources or motivations of indi-
vidual presidents. Yet it is still unclear why democratically elected presidents with
similar resources or presumed motivations to change their term limits behave differ-
ently or achieve different outcomes.

This paper argues that the frequency and type of reforms relaxing executive
term limits depend on the relative partisan power of presidents and on inherited
institutional constraints. These reforms are more likely when short-term shifts in
the distribution of partisan resources significantly favour an incumbent executive
vis-à-vis the opposition. It is in this situation that incumbents are inclined to rene-
gotiate their constitutional commitments and other actors prone to accept their
preferences. Yet partisan imbalances do not fully account for the observed variation
in outcomes across presidential democracies. Long-standing institutional legacies
also affect whether presidents are willing and able to ease existing term limits.
Specifically, the maintenance of effective executive constraints over time reduces
the probability that incumbents facing restrictions on consecutive re-election will
obtain a one-term extension and makes it extremely unlikely that they will
abolish term limits altogether. A statistical analysis of reforms allowing consecutive
executive re-election in Latin America between 1978 and 2015 and a comparison
between Ecuador and Colombia support these arguments. Assessing and testing
explanations in Latin America during this period is appropriate because it provides
a uniquely large number of presidential democracies with contrasting institutional
trajectories.

By considering features of both individual presidencies and national trajectories,
this paper makes several contributions. First, it specifies the type of power resources
that are likely to provide executives with the incentive to propose reforms relaxing pre-
sidential term limits and other actors with the incentive to support such reforms.
Second, it contributes to an understanding of why some countries experience
reforms extending or removing presidential term limits while others effectively pre-
serve restrictions on consecutive presidential re-election for long periods of time.
Third, it provides insights about the political and institutional conditions under
which the manipulation of presidential term limits may or may not be part of a
larger process of democratic erosion.

Presidential re-election reform and the partisan use of the constitution

Reforms relaxing presidential re-election rules elicit strongly divergent views, particu-
larly in democratic regimes. Some support them as deeply democratic, while others
oppose them as a clear move in an autocratic direction. What is the nature of these
changes and how can we account for their variation across and within countries
with democratically elected presidents? I propose they are acts of political self-
dealing that reflect short-term changes in the distribution of partisan power and
long-standing institutional legacies.

Reforms that make presidential re-election rules more permissive are often referred
to as instances of term limit “evasion” or “contravention.”1 These concepts suggest the
avoidance or breach of legal obligations, such as placing a figurehead in the president’s
seat while remaining in power behind the scenes or suspending elections. Yet in demo-
cratic and even in hybrid regimes, this is not a common phenomenon. Elected
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presidents usually manage to remove obstacles to their consecutive re-election by legal,
albeit often controversial means, such as replacing and amending the constitution, or
relying upon an interpretation that constitutional courts make of existing rules.

A contrasting perspective considers these reforms as part of a regular process of
constitutional adjustment to changing political and economic conditions.2 However,
while there is nothing objectionable about some rules that enable a president to
stand for consecutive re-election, the main problem with reforms relaxing term
limits is that they are almost always carried out at the behest of the incumbent presi-
dent to benefit himself in the short term. In a liberal democracy, constitutions are sup-
posed to set the basic formal rules of the game and the main requirement to deserve
this name is that players should not change the rules while playing.

Executive term limits are commitment devices that enable political elites both
within and outside the government coalition to anticipate the duration of executives
in office and alternate in power. They also work as mechanisms through which con-
tending political actors can monitor the degree of compliance with existing consti-
tutional agreements.3 From this perspective, reforms aimed at relaxing term limits
in democratic regimes are neither unconstitutional acts nor simple adaptations of
the constitution to shifting environments. What they reveal, instead, is a commitment
problem that predates weak institutions.

Institutions can be said to be strong when they remain relatively stable and evoke
compliance (or are enforced in the event of breach) over time.4 Robust institutions
should be “renegotiation-proof” in the sense that even as experience unfolds and pre-
vious uncertainties are solved, no decisive coalition of agents wishes to alter the insti-
tution.5 As applied to constitutions, this feature overlaps with the definition of
constitutionalism as the “willingness to let political life be restricted by standing
rules that are not themselves the subject of ongoing political struggles.”6 To be sure,
constitutions are not immutable. But insofar as constitutions are supposed to enable
political cooperation over time, no plural constitutional agreement can be made
under the assumption that it can be revoked or renegotiated whenever a party finds
it inconvenient at a particular juncture.

Many comparative studies emphasize the importance of the political and insti-
tutional resources at the disposal of incumbent presidents to explain reforms relaxing
term limits. Insofar as resources are the basis of power, these theories make theoretical
sense to account for the conditions and timing of reforms. Incumbents are unlikely to
attempt to or succeed at relaxing their term limits in the absence of power resources
that provide them an edge at the bargaining table. Authors differ, however, in identify-
ing the precise resources that presidents can draw on in their efforts to hold on to
power; some point to high presidential approval ratings,7 others to personal control
or lack of institutionalization of the president’s party,8 and still others to the electoral
strength of the president’s party over time.9

Although plausible, these theories fail to identify power resources that are relevant
for all the actors involved in extending or removing presidential term limits in a variety
of contexts. Democratic presidents do not enact these reforms themselves; rather, they
rely on the support of members of their party, opposition forces, or high courts. What
matters, then, is resources that incumbents can use to induce other actors to accept
their preferences. The most specific resource of this type comes from shifts in the dis-
tribution of partisan power that give incumbent executives a considerable advantage
over their opponents. This form of power asymmetry, which under competitive
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elections correlates with the distribution of voter support in the immediately preceding
election, strengthens the loyalty of members of the president’s party, weakens the
capacity of opposition forces to block an attempt to relax the re-election rule, and
may provide strategic constitutional judges with an incentive to side with the incum-
bent’s position if they are called to rule on the matter.

Resource-based explanations, however, have important limitations. They often
assume that since all politicians want to remain in power, making re-election rules
more permissive is simply a matter of power resources. Yet some presidents do not
attempt or fail to ease their term limits when they have the capacity to do so. This
phenomenon is visible in various new democracies with elected presidents, as can
be found in contemporary Latin America. Consider presidential approval ratings.
Both Presidents Menem in Argentina and Tabaré Vazquez in Uruguay were initially
constrained (during 1989–1994, and 2005–2010, respectively) by a non-consecutive
re-election rule. Toward the ends of their terms, Menem’s level of popular approval
was much lower (43% in 1993) than that of Tabaré Vazquez (60% in 2008).
However, whereas Menem proposed and passed a reform to be re-elected for one
more term, Tabaré Vazquez disallowed an attempt by his co-partisans to pursue a
similar reform.10 Or consider instead electoral strength. Electoral support for Alvaro
Uribe and his partisan coalition did not decline in Colombia between 2002 and
2010, and he managed to obtain one consecutive re-election in 2004. Yet the judiciary
blocked his attempt to reform the constitution in 2009 to compete for a third term.

To address this problem, other scholars (while not disregarding resources) relax the
assumption that the desire to remain in power is constant across presidents and
emphasize the importance of varying individual motivations. Some authors stress
the different value that presidents attribute to their office, arguing that executives
who had the opportunity to enrich themselves during their terms or who for
various reasons have immunity concerns are more likely to attempt to remain in
power.11It has also been argued that presidents with authoritarian inclinations are
more likely to attempt easing limits to their re-election.12

Motivation-based explanations also have serious shortcomings. If extracting rents
from office encourages incumbents to overstay, one would expect that presidents in
countries rich in natural resources would frequently attempt to relax their term
limits. One should also expect reforms easing executive term limits when the presi-
dent’s behaviour reveals a weak commitment to democratic principles. The rich
Latin American experience with presidents elected under strict term limits contradicts
these expectations. Whereas rents from natural resources as a percentage of GDP in
Mexico are above the Latin American mean, the country has not experienced attempts
to relax presidential term limits since 1934; that is, long before transitioning to democ-
racy in the late 1990s. Both Presidents Menem in Argentina and Cardoso in Brazil
obtained a one-term extension, although only the former was associated with a style
of government that sought to undermine the independence of the judiciary and the
influence of the legislature over policy making.13

What is common to all these theories is that they take institutional constraints on
the executive across countries as equally vulnerable to the current resources or motiv-
ations of incumbent presidents. This premise is questionable when one compares
democracies where elected presidents operate under markedly diverse institutional
environments and where political units exhibit historically divergent but relatively
stable patterns of no reform, limited reform, or successive reforms that include both
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extending and lifting presidential term limits. This is the case in Latin America, a
region that since the 1980s has included the greatest number of presidential democra-
cies in the world.

I propose that while reforms relaxing presidential term limits are more likely when
incumbent executives enjoy a significant partisan advantage, institutional legacies
explain why these reforms are rarely attempted or passed in some countries. Specifically,
the historical stability and effective implementation of institutional constraints on the
executive, which include but are not limited to restrictive re-election rules, have a cumu-
lative effect that reduces the probability that presidents may extend or remove their
current term limits. Restrictions on consecutive presidential re-election are maintained
and observed over time not just because they exist on paper, but mainly because other
institutions, such as legislatures and, above all, independent constitutional judges have
deterred previous attempts at easing those restrictions. Historical variations in executive
constraints come from the specific political trajectory and constitutional tradition of each
country, features that may but do not always correlate with previous levels of democracy.
Traumatic historical precedents of continuismo (the Spanish term for “staying over” in
office by presidents) may lead to the overthrow of dictators and the establishment of a
practice of alternation even within authoritarian regimes. Once this practice takes
root, it creates strong expectations among political elites and citizens about the obser-
vance of alternation in the presidential office. These expectations, in turn, are likely to
be strengthened under democratic conditions and provide constitutional judges with
incentives to enforce executive term limits, thus increasing the costs of relaxing them.

To be sure, inherited institutions and practices are not static; trajectories may
experience discontinuities in the face of changes in the identity of political actors or
in the balance of power among them.14 Some of the political forces that created and
sustained a constitutional compromise restricting consecutive presidential re-election
may suffer a sharp decline in electoral and social support, or new political groups
opposed to the existing constitution may gain an influential position. Yet even if
changes in the political environment might lead to easing restrictions on presidential
re-election, institutional legacies are still likely to determine the nature of reforms.

Allowing a one-term consecutive re-election is not as radical a departure from a prac-
tice of alternation in the executive office as the complete removal of term limits. For this
reason, whereas any reform relaxing restrictions on consecutive presidential re-election is
more likely when shifts in the distribution of partisan power significantly favour a new
government vis-à-vis the opposition, the abolition of term limits would tend to occur
only when institutional constraints have been weakly binding on executives in the
remote and recent past. Based on this discussion, I thus propose the following hypotheses:

H1: Reforms relaxing presidential term limits are more likely when shifts in the distribution of
partisan power significantly favour a new government vis-à-vis the opposition.

H2: The maintenance of effective executive constraints over time reduces the probability that
incumbents facing restrictions on consecutive re-election will obtain a one-term extension and
make it extremely unlikely that they will remove term limits.

Data and statistical analysis

I will test the proposed hypotheses tracing the impact of partisan imbalances and insti-
tutional legacies on reform events that relaxed restrictions on consecutive presidential
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re-election. For this purpose, I use a sample of 125 presidents from eighteen Latin
American countries who initially came to power by democratic means and were con-
strained by a restrictive re-election regime between 1978 and 2015.15This database
contains 527 country–year observations, 28 restrictive presidential re-election
regimes and 16 permissive reforms, of which 9 allowed a one-term consecutive re-elec-
tion and 7 multiple or unlimited re-elections. At the time of the first democratic pre-
sidential election, all countries except the Dominican Republic had a constitution
prohibiting consecutive executive re-election. All reforms were adopted by legal
means: a constitutional replacement in five instances, a constitutional amendment
in seven, and a judicial interpretation in four.16

Only 11 out of 125 presidents in the database managed to alter the constitutional
text or obtain favourable judicial interpretations relaxing or removing a previous
restriction on consecutive re-election. This leaves a total of 114 presidents who
stepped down at the end of the term for which they were elected. These “negative”
observations allow us to control for the possibility that the hypothesized factors that
lead to permissive reforms might have also been present in cases where presidents
complied with existing term limits.

Survival analysis is the most appropriate statistical method to test which factors
affect the endurance of institutions over time. In this case, we are interested in the
durability of a restrictive presidential re-election regime until it is replaced by a
more permissive one. A presidential re-election regime is considered to be restrictive
when it prohibits consecutive re-election or allows it for one additional term only.17

The dependent variable is then the time until a restrictive regime ends by means of
a legal change enabling the incumbent president to compete for one or for more con-
secutive re-elections.18

I used a Cox proportional hazards model to estimate the effect of explanatory vari-
ables on the hazard rate of the event that a rule prohibiting or limiting the consecutive
re-election of the president is changed in a more permissive direction.19 A presidential
re-election regime is thus at risk of being altered when it prohibits the immediate con-
secutive re-election of the executive or allows it for one more term only. Once a rule
allowing the president to run for multiple or unlimited terms is adopted, the regime
exits the sample, as no further reforms relaxing term limits are possible.20

The endurance of restrictive presidential term limits is an intuitive way of looking at
reforms that replace them for more permissive rules. However, one might also analyse
these reforms by their degree of departure from a ban on consecutive presidential re-
election, which was the most common regime at the inauguration of democracy in
Latin America. From this perspective, I have also considered the different possible out-
comes as events that can be located on an ordinal scale that equals 0 when no reforms
are observed, 1 when a (moderate) reform is passed allowing the executive to run one
consecutive term only, and 2 when a (radical) reform is passed enabling the executive
to compete in multiple re-elections. These various outcomes are analysed using an
ordered logistic regression.

Explanatory variables

The main explanatory variables are the partisan imbalance between government and
opposition, and inherited institutional constraints on the executive. A partisan imbal-
ance is operationalized as the difference between the percentage of seats of the
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president’s party (or supporting coalition if there is no such party) and the main oppo-
sition party in the lower or single chamber of the legislature or the constituent assem-
bly, if such a body passed the reform. The main opposition party is the party with the
largest seat share that did not form an electoral, government, or legislative coalition
with the president’s party. A value of 0 in this variable means a perfect balance
between the president’s party and the main opposition party, while positive values
indicate the extent of the advantage in favour of the president’s party. This is a
time-varying variable that traces whether and how shifts in the distribution of partisan
power between government and opposition affect the probability of observing reforms
relaxing term limits.

The main variable I use to capture the impact of institutional legacies is the average
of the Polity IV executive constraints scale between 1900 and the year before a tran-
sition to democracy took place in each country after 1978.21 This variable is a good
proxy of the degree to which executives abided by institutional constraints in the
remote past. It captures not only whether presidential term limits were maintained
and observed over time but also whether executives were limited by an independent
legislature and judiciary.22 The original variable is an ordinal scale ranging from 1
to 7, where 1 indicates unlimited executive authority and 7 executive subordination
to other institutions. The mean of this scale over the years before the inauguration
of democracy works as a time-invariant variable and is thus intended to estimate differ-
ences in the probabilities of reform across countries. 23

An additional time-changing variable was included to measure the strength of insti-
tutional constraints on the executive in the most recent past and at the time of reform.
This variable seeks to capture the capacity of courts to act as checks on incumbents
since the inauguration of democracy through the cumulative number of successful
attacks by the executive and legislative majorities on a high court (final court of
appeal, constitutional court, or both) to alter its composition. Political control over
high courts is key because some reforms allowing a one-term extension and almost
always the removal of existing term limits ultimately depend on judicial
interpretations.

Several other variables control for alternative explanations. The first is the level of
popularity of the president, measured as the percentage of absolute approval ratings by
year. Another is the age of the president’s party in years, as a proxy for its level of insti-
tutionalization. I also included a variable to capture the degree to which the president’s
party supports policies that depart from the political centre, as non-centrist presidents
may be more likely to attempt to overstay to consolidate those policies. It is measured
as an ordinal scale where 0 is centrist, 1 personalist or populist, and 2 left or right. 24 I
also added the executive corruption index from V-DEM to capture the impact of the
possible incentive of the incumbent to remain in power to avoid prosecution. Finally,
GDP per capita growth (lagged one year) is intended to measure the impact of econ-
omic performance. Table 1 shows descriptive statistics and sources for all the indepen-
dent variables.

Results

Table 2 shows the results of the proportional hazards analysis.25 All regressions
provide robust standard errors clustered by country, to control for possible correlation
among observations within each country.26 Results show hazard ratios (exponentiated
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coefficients), which indicate a decreasing or increasing risk of reform when the
reported values are below or above 1, respectively. I first estimate the risk of
reforms extending or removing term limits as the same outcome, and then differentiate
between them. Models 1, 3, and 5 are baseline specifications, while the others include
the rest of the variables.27

The main finding is that the risk of reforms relaxing presidential term limits signifi-
cantly increases when the balance of partisan power favours the incumbent president
over the opposition but decreases with better past scores of executive constraints. The

Table 1. Descriptive statistics.

Variable Type N Mean
Std
Dev Min Max Source

Partisan
Imbalance

Continuous 527 9.86 19.57 −40.5 92.8 Negretto (2013), PARLINE
database

Constraints
Legacy

Ordinal
(Mean)

527 2.96 0.83 1.66 5 Polity IV (2019)

Judicial Attacks Discrete 527 0.89 1.37 0 7 Helmke (2017)
Presidential
Approval

Continuous 467 44.63 13.38 8.31 81.87 Carlin et al. (2018)

President’s Party’s
Age

Continuous 527 49.79 43.54 1 168 Negretto (2013)

President’s Party’s
Policy

Ordinal 527 0.72 0.94 0 2 Murillo, Oliveros, and Vaishnav
(2010), Negretto (2013)

Executive
Corruption

Continuous 527 0.49 0.26 0.03 0.94 V-DEM (2018)

GDP per capita
Growth

Continuous 527 2.67 5.38 −18.30 28.16 Maddison Project (2018)

Table 2. Endurance of restrictive executive term limits in Latin America, 1978–2015a.

Explanatory variables

Dependent Variable: time until permissive reformb

All reforms
One consecutive re-

election
Multiple consecutive

re-elections

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

Partisan Imbalance 1.056***
(0.011)

1.051***
(0.007)

1.041***
(0.012)

1.056***
(0.013)

1.085***
(0.010)

1.297***
(0.088)

Constraints Legacy 0.204***
(0.094)

0.173***
(0.095)

0.373**
(0.180)

0.269*
(0.189)

0.067***
(0.038)

0.000***
(0.001)

Judicial Attacks
______

1.048
(0.116) ______

0.913
(0.153) ______

5.212***
(2.658)

Presidential Approval ______ 1.032**
(0.016)

______ 1.054**
(0.024)

______ 0.741***
(0.071)

President’s Party’s Age
______

0.985
(0.013) ______

0.975
(0.022) ______

0.993
(0.012)

President’s Party’s Policy
______

0.820
(0.262) ______

0.293***
(0.097) ______

3.584**
(2.104)

Executive Corruption ______ 0.368
(0.541) ______

0.144
(0.327) ______

0.744
(1.241)

GDP per capita Growth
______

0.952**
(0.021) ______

(0.932)
(0.052) ______

0.801***
(0.062)

N 527 467 527 467 527 467
Log pseudolikelihood −28.193 −25.011 −18.134 −13.302 −8.744 −4.154

Numbers in parentheses are robust standard errors clustered by country.
*** p < 0.01; ** p < 0.05; * p < 0.1.
aCox proportional hazards regression
bRestrictive presidential re-election regimes end when a one-term or multiple re-election rule is adopted.
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most general test (Model 2) shows that an increase of one unit of partisan advantage
for the incumbent president increases the risk of such reforms by 5.1%. The impact of
partisan imbalance is quite strong: a ten percent difference in seat share in favour of the
president’s party vis-à-vis the main opposition party increases the risk of permissive
reforms by 51%. Yet an increase of one unit in the scale of past executive constraints
reduces the risk of permissive re-election reforms by 83%. This explains why, except
for Honduras in 2015, no country with a past average score above 3.5 in the Polity
IV scale of executive constraints ever experienced a reform either extending or remov-
ing executive term limits. Increased levels of presidential approval raise the risk of per-
missive reforms, while GDP per capita growth decreases the risk of such reforms.

Considerable variations are observed when we estimate the odds of one-term exten-
sions compared to reforms allowing multiple re-elections. While an increase in the
incumbent’s partisan advantage has a larger impact on the risk of reforms enabling
multiple re-elections than for one-term extensions, the differential impact of past
executive constraints is quite sizeable. Specifically, although an increase of one unit
in the scale of past executive constraints decreases the odds of one-term extensions
by 73%, it makes it almost certain that the removal of term limits will not occur
when the other variables are held constant.

Political attacks on high courts do not significantly increase the risk of one-term
extensions, but one such action increases the hazard rate of reforms allowing multiple
re-elections by more than 400%. A rise in the popular approval of the president signifi-
cantly increases the risk of one-term extensions, but the effect is reversed for reforms
allowing multiple re-elections. This suggests that whereas presidents with high
approval ratings do not seek or fail in their attempt to pass reforms making multiple
consecutive terms possible, presidents with relatively low or declining approval ratings
may obtain such change, perhaps through a compliant legislative majority or a subser-
vient judiciary. Non-centrist presidential parties significantly reduce the risk of one-
term extensions, but they increase the risk of reforms allowing multiple re-elections.
Better economic performance, in turn, decreases the risk of permissive reforms but
only does so systematically when presidents seek to abolish term limits.

Table 3 shows the results of the ordered logistic regression, in which reforms are
points in a scale of departure from restrictive term limits. Results are shown as odds
ratios and all regressions provide robust standard errors clustered by country.28 To
account for temporal dependence, each model includes the cubic polynomial of the
time elapsed since any reform relaxing term limits occurred.29 The first model is the
baseline, the second includes the control variables, and the third adds an interaction
term between partisan imbalance and past executive constraints. The first two tests
show results consistent with the survival analysis.30 Model 3 is the most relevant,
however. It suggests that whereas a higher average score of past executive constraints
may not significantly decrease the odds of reforms relaxing term limits in the absence
of a partisan imbalance (i.e. partisan imbalance = 0), an increase in partisan advantage
for the incumbent may not increase the probability of reforms relaxing term limits as
the score of past executive constraints improves. These results cannot, however, be
interpreted directly.

Based on the model including the interactive term, Figures 1 and 2 show the pre-
dicted probabilities of observing a one-term extension and a multiple re-election
reform at increasing levels of partisan imbalance when past executive constraints
had the lowest and the highest possible scores, respectively. Figure 1 shows that
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when past executive constraints were weak, the probability of both a one-term exten-
sion and a multiple re-election reform increase as the seat share difference that favours
the incumbent’s party grows. However, only the probability of multiple re-election
reform systematically and significantly increases after the imbalance goes above 50
percent. Figure 2, by contrast, shows that when past executive constraints were
strong, either type of reform has a very low probability of being observed regardless
of the partisan imbalance, and in no case is the effect statistically significant. In
other words, incumbents are more likely to use a partisan advantage to achieve
reforms easing term limits when past executive constraints were weak, and it is only
under these conditions that they succeed in abolishing term limits.

These findings are consistent with the proposed hypotheses and make sense of com-
parative variations. Across countries, past levels of compliance with or enforcement of
restrictive executive term limits account for similar practices in the present. This effect
can be observed in early democratizers such as Chile, Costa Rica, and Uruguay, which
have maintained effective restrictions on consecutive presidential re-election since the
early twentieth century. Yet a similar phenomenon is observed in countries with a less
democratic past, but where at a critical juncture various political and social forces
reacted against a long-lasting personalist dictatorship. A well-known case is Mexico,
where the 1910 revolution that toppled Porfirio Díaz (1876–1911) led to a proscription

Table 3. Extending and removing restrictive executive term limits in Latin America, 1978–2015a.

Explanatory variables

Dependent Variable: degree of departure from ban on consecutive
re-electionb

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Partisan Imbalance 1.075***
(0.015)

1.067***
(0.009)

1.136**
(0.063)

Constraints Legacy 0.111***
(0.060)

0.111***
(0.075)

0.238
(0.215)

Imbalance*Legacy
______ ______

0.977
(0.0193)

Judicial Attacks
______

1.149
(0.210)

1.159
(0.219)

Presidential Approval ______ 1.036**
(0.015)

1.037**
(0.016)

President’s Party’s Age
______

0.985
(0.022)

0.987
(0.0225)

President’s Party’s Policy
______

0.768
(0.377)

0.839
(0.445)

Executive Corruption ______ 1.993
(6.062)

3.815
(11.25)

GDP Per Capita Growth ______ 0.924***
(0.026)

0.928***
(0.026)

t 2.020***
(0.524)

2.518***
(0.626)

2.358***
(0.671)

t2 0.953***
(0.016)

0.939***
(0.016)

0.945***
(0.0179)

t3 1.001***
(0.000)

1.001***
(0.000)

1.001***
(0.000)

N 527 467 467
Log pseudolikelihood −60.648 −56.365 −56.082
Numbers in parentheses are robust standard errors clustered by country.
*** p < 0.01; ** p < 0.05; * p < 0.1.
aOrdered logistic regression.
bOutcomes: no reform (0), one consecutive re-election reform (1), multiple consecutive re-elections reform (2).
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on consecutive presidential re-election that has effectively been in force since 1917.
After the fall of Maximiliano Hernández (1931–1944) in El Salvador, a non-consecu-
tive presidential re-election rule was restored and complied with in both authoritarian
and democratic regimes until the present. The same happened in Guatemala after the
revolution that overthrew dictator Jorge Ubico (1931–1944) in 1945.31

Figure 1. One-term extension and removal of term limits when past executive constraints were weak.

Figure 2. One-term extension and removal of term limits when past executive constraints were strong.
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The results also account for variations over time in the frequency and nature of
reforms. In contrast to cases of no reform, permissive re-election reforms were pre-
ceded by discontinuity with previous patterns of competition and distribution of insti-
tutional power among parties. In some instances, these shifts only implied that one
pre-existing political leader and his party gained a considerable advantage over his tra-
ditional competitors, as was the case with Carlos Menem and the PJ in Argentina after
1989 and Daniel Ortega and the FSLN in Nicaragua after 2006. In other cases, they
reflected a more significant transformation of the pre-existing party system, as was
the case with the rise of Hugo Chávez in Venezuela, Evo Morales in Bolivia, Rafael
Correa in Ecuador, and Alvaro Uribe in Colombia. Finally, a legacy of weak past execu-
tive constraints in addition to previous political attacks on high courts were key factors
that led to the removal of term limits in countries such as Nicaragua, Bolivia, and
Ecuador, where incumbents were unable to rely exclusively on their popular support
or legislative strength to remain in power.

Why powerful presidents may fail to remain in power

I selected the cases of Ecuador under President Rafael Correa and Colombia under
President Alvaro Uribe for a paired comparison to trace the sequence and causal
mechanisms underlying reforms that shifted from no consecutive re-election to
two consecutive terms and reforms that abolished presidential term limits. 32 The
comparison is based on a most-similar system design logic. Ecuador and Colombia
are both upper middle-income Andean countries with a culturally and ethnically
diverse social structure. They had experience with democracy before 1978, main-
tained a rule that prohibited consecutive presidential re-election since the early twen-
tieth century, and had held free and fair elections by the time this rule was altered for
the first time.33 In both countries the emergence of an anti-establishment incumbent
with a significant partisan advantage over the opposition led to a reform enabling
him to be re-elected for one more term. Subsequently, both presidents remained
strong and attempted to remove existing term limits. Yet only Correa succeeded.
The reason for these different outcomes despite similar power resources should be
found in the legacy of weaker executive constraints in Ecuador compared to
Colombia.

Although electoral volatility and party system fragmentation was relatively high in
Ecuador, three parties created before 1978 (Partido Social Cristiano, Partido Socialista,
and Izquierda Democrática) and one founded in 1983 (Partido Roldosista Ecuator-
iano), regularly competed in elections and maintained some level of institutional
influence in the legislature from 1979 to 2002. This situation changed drastically
when Rafael Correa, a political outsider, and founder of new party, Alianza País,
won the 2006 presidential election promising to reshape the political landscape by
means of a new constitution.

Correa’s popularity was rising, but his electoral and institutional support was
initially weak. Although Correa won the runoff presidential election, his party did
not even compete for legislative seats. This balance of power changed with the enact-
ment of the new constitution. In the context of a deep crisis of representation, the gov-
ernment party won 61 percent of the seats in the constituent assembly, while the largest
party in the opposition, the recently founded Partido Sociedad Patriótica, won just 14
percent of the seats.
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As a reflection of the unilateral control of the government party over the reform
process, the new Ecuadorian constitution increased the power of the executive in
several dimensions and allowed the president to be re-elected for one consecutive
term. Presidential and legislative elections were convened again in 2009, under the
new constitution. The president now won more than 50% of the vote in the first
round of the presidential election and his party, though falling short of a majority
in the legislature, obtained a significant partisan advantage over the opposition.

In Colombia, the Liberal and Conservative parties, founded in the mid -nineteenth
century, dominated the electoral arena until the end of the twentieth century. This
pattern of party competition ended abruptly in 2002 when Alvaro Uribe, a former gov-
ernor of Antioquía and member of the Liberal Party, decisively won the presidency
with 54% percent of the vote competing as an independent against the official
Liberal party candidate, Horacio Serpa. Although the coalition he created for the pre-
sidential election, Primero Colombia, did not field its own candidates for the legislative
election, Uribe was able to obtain strong support in the legislature. While Uribe’s
opponents (basically, the official faction of the Liberal Party) won only 28.9% of the
seats in the lower house, the Uribista coalition obtained 65%.34

Like Correa, Uribe emerged in a context of representation crisis and ran outside the
existing party structures as a critic of the current state of affairs. Taking advantage of
the failure of previous governments to reach a peace agreement with the FARC
(Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia), the largest and most powerful guer-
rilla organization, Uribe won popular support campaigning on a plan to bring public
order to Colombia with a strong hand. Although he did not embark on openly irregu-
lar attempts to control the judiciary or other independent institutions, Uribe clearly
exhibited authoritarian tendencies. He was notorious for his confrontational style
and the dubious legality of the means he used to fight the FARC.35 And like Correa,
Uribe used his popularity and partisan advantage to extend his term in office
without much negotiation with opposition forces.

His success in bringing down crime, weakening the FARC, and promoting econ-
omic growth provided Uribe with a mean presidential approval of 71% during his
first term. In this context, in 2003 his supporters in Congress proposed a reform to
allow him to compete for a second consecutive term. In December 2004 the amend-
ment was passed by about 70% of representatives and senators, including a few
members of the Liberal Party, who broke with the party line.36 After the vote,
opponents questioned the constitutionality of the amendment, but the Constitutional
Court upheld the reform.

Both Correa and Uribe won re-election, preserved a significant advantage over the
opposition, and used this advantage to attempt a second reform to hold on to power.
Yet they encountered very different institutional responses. In 2013 Correa won the
presidency in the first round with a large margin of difference over the runner-up
and his party obtained 73% of legislative seats, while the second -largest party obtained
a mere 8%. With a presidential approval rate above 70 percent, in 2014 Correa’s co-
partisans proposed an amendment to eliminate executive term limits. The opposition
required a popular referendum in addition to legislative approval. The president,
however, was against this option because although he was personally popular, the elim-
ination of term limits did not have clear majority support in the electorate.37 The Con-
stitutional Court, which by the constitution had to rule on which mechanism of
constitutional change should be followed, sided in favour of the government’s position.
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Following this decision, the amendment allowing the president to be re-elected indefi-
nitely was passed in 2015.38

In a seemingly similar scenario, Uribe won the 2006 presidential election by an
unusual 63% of the vote and a margin of 40% over the second-place candidate. In Con-
gress he now had the support of a new party he founded, the Partido de la U. Although
this party alone held 17.5% of the lower house seats, the Uribista coalition had control
over 62.4%.39 His popularity, in turn, remained as strong as or became stronger than in
his first term, sometimes reaching levels close to 80%. This imbalance had a negative
impact on the quality of Colombia’s democracy.40 The president adopted a more
defiant style, openly accusing the Supreme Court, which investigated several
members of his coalition for supposed links with paramilitary forces and other
illegal activities, of being biased.41

By 2008, Uribe’s congressional supporters decided to promote a third consecutive
term, this time through a popular initiative of reform later incorporated into a law con-
vening a referendum on the matter. The referendum was supported by a large congres-
sional majority but the level of polarization between government and opposition was
higher than in 2004. After its approval, the constitutionality of the referendum was
questioned on both procedural and substantive grounds. Unlike its decision on the
one-term extension, however, the Constitutional Court now ruled by a 7–2 vote that
the reform was invalid due to several procedural irregularities and, most importantly,
because a new presidential re-election would alter the separation of powers established
in the 1991 constitution in a way that would amount to a replacement, and not a mere
amendment of the text.42

Diverging institutional legacies explain the different rulings of the Ecuadorean and
Colombian Constitutional Courts on the removal of executive term limits. Although
the 2008 constitution changed the former Constitutional Tribunal only in name,
this body was biased in favour of Correa from the outset. Frequent attacks by succes-
sive governments on Ecuador’s Supreme Court since 1978 and the unilateral process
from which the 2008 constitution itself emerged deterred the emergence of indepen-
dent high courts in Ecuador.43 In addition, in 2012 a commission packed with close
political allies of President Correa renewed six of the nine members of the Consti-
tutional Court.44 Lack of judicial independence, in turn, was part of a deeply rooted
tradition of weak institutions in Ecuador.

Although Ecuadorean constitutions maintained restrictive presidential re-election
rules during the twentieth century, they lasted an average of 12.5 years and were
rarely effectively implemented. In fact, only 13 of the 32 presidents that governed
Ecuador from 1900 to 1978 finished their terms. This tradition continued as three pre-
sidencies ended prematurely after 1978. Ecuador also had a long history of inter-
branch confrontations and the use of constitutional change to redistribute power in
favour of the executive, particularly during the various terms in which the populist
leader Velasco Ibarra occupied the presidency between 1934 and 1972.45

In contrast to Ecuador’s counterpart, Colombia’s Constitutional Court was a
powerful and independent institution. Although during his second term Uribe tried
to influence the appointment of Constitutional Court justices, this institution
remained largely unaffected by undue government influence. The new Constitutional
Court was created in 1991 as a part of a constitution drafted and agreed on by a plur-
ality of political forces. Since its creation, no government had attempted to alter the
composition of this court or interfere in its functions in an irregular manner, enabling
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the court to play a key role in enforcing constitutional limits on the executive and pro-
tecting citizen rights.46 Judicial independence in Colombia under Uribe also reflected a
legacy of relatively strong institutions.

Colombia enjoyed a high level of institutional stability at different times during the
twentieth century, but particularly since 1957. Until its replacement in 1991, the 1886
constitution was one of the oldest in Latin America. While it provided the executive
with important powers, it also established effective legislative and judicial restrictions
that were significantly strengthened in 1991. Since 1957, all presidents had been able to
finish their terms and no coups had occurred. Executive–legislative confrontations
took place in 1977, 1991, and 1996, but judicial independence was respected.47

In sum, both Correa and Uribe managed to use their popularity and partisan advan-
tage over the opposition to obtain a reform to run for one consecutive re-election and
both subsequently attempted to renege on this commitment. Both were also personal-
ist leaders with a penchant for concentrating power in the executive branch. Yet only
Correa was able to remove term limits, due to the low stability and enforcement of con-
stitutional and judicial constraints over the executive before he became president.

Conclusions

Constitutional commitments, such as observing the term limits under which execu-
tives are elected in a presidential democracy, are always vulnerable to ex-post oppor-
tunism. For this reason, reforms relaxing presidential term limits are more likely when
shifts in the distribution of partisan power significantly favour an incumbent executive
vis-à-vis the opposition. Yet powerful presidents, even those with weak normative pre-
ferences for respecting the rule of law, are not always willing or able to prolong their
stay in office. A legacy of strong institutional constraints over the executive reduces the
probability that incumbents will obtain a one-term extension and makes it extremely
unlikely that they will abolish term limits altogether. This paper has provided both
quantitative and qualitative evidence consistent with these claims.

This work contributes to the literature on term limits by showing that both the par-
tisan resources of individual presidents and national institutional legacies account for
the number and nature of reforms easing consecutive executive re-election. Restrictive
executive term limits are difficult to maintain and enforce in presidential democracies
with unstable electoral environments and party systems. However, inherited insti-
tutions matter. When effective executive constraints have been in force over long
periods of time, incumbents are less inclined to propose or to obtain a one-term exten-
sion and face a formidable obstacle to removing term limits. This legacy may have
obviously originated in past democratic experiences but may also derive from institu-
tionally limited authoritarian regimes that emerged after traumatic experiences with a
personalist dictatorship. Not all presidential democracies are equally vulnerable to the
ambitions of powerful incumbents and, depending on its features, even an authoritar-
ian past can contribute to democratic resilience.

Notes
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