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Abstract
Despite theoretical arguments suggesting the strong effects of presidential term limits and
re-election on democracy, there is surprisingly little empirical evidence to evaluate them.
We test both the effect on democracy of the existence of a consecutive re-election rule and
of reforms introducing it for incumbent presidents. Using evidence from Latin American
countries between 1945 and 2018, we test their relationship to both vertical and horizontal
accountability. A synthetic control method is employed to account for the effect of term-
limit reforms, and time-series cross-section models for modelling the association with the
re-election rule. Both vertical and horizontal accountability as well as the quality of dem-
ocracy are eroded by term-limit evasion reforms in most countries and strengthened in
none between 1990 and 2018. Allowing presidents to run for re-election – relative to
term-limited ones – is consistently associated with weak democratic outcomes.
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As early as 650 to 600 BCE, citizens of the Greek polis of Dreros passed a law pro-
hibiting the repetition in office of their leaders before a 10-year interval, and pun-
ishing such overstayers by depriving them of their civic capacities (Raaflaub and
Wallace 2007: 23). The realization that uninterrupted personal rule negatively
affects the life of the polis – and devising legal barriers to prevent it – have been
linked to the constitution of democracy from its very beginning. So also have
attempts to scrap these temporal constraints by political leaders. More recently, a
surge of such attempts has spread around the world, but with a particular intensity
in Latin America. What Alberto Fujimori of Peru or Hugo Chávez of Venezuela
inaugurated in the 1990s, the likes of Daniel Ortega of Nicaragua or Juan
Orlando Hernández of Honduras intensified in the 2010s. Across Latin America
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especially, this wave of term-limit evasion reverses the earlier codification of term
limits in the third wave of democratization, which was based on the historical
experience of authoritarian personalistic rules.

Does the scrapping of term limits by presidents to allow their immediate
re-election cause the quality of democracy to decline? Does having a president
who is eligible for immediate re-election cause the quality of democracy to deteri-
orate? This analysis attempts to answer both questions in a comparative perspective
of Latin American countries between 1945 and 2018. Surprisingly, although there
are powerful theoretical arguments on both sides concerning the virtues and vicis-
situdes of presidential re-election for democratic prospects (for reviews see Baturo
and Elgie 2019; Carey 2003; Ginsburg et al. 2011), so far, there has been no system-
atic assessment of these expectations. This contrasts with the profusion of single-
case arguments which often link term-limit evasion to non-democratic outcomes.
Most recently, the coup removing Evo Morales from the Bolivian presidency in
2019 has been seen as a reaction to his attempt at term-limit evasion rather than
to his instituting of radical policies. By ignoring the results of the 2016 referendum,
which voted against re-election, Morales focused most of his political agenda on
staying in power, thus inviting polarization and the emergence of radical opposition
figures which set the stage for his removal (Stefanoni 2020). Furthermore, the
absence of research on the democratic effects of re-election rules is all the more sur-
prising given that comparative research has paid much attention to their origins.
Although we know a lot about the reasons why presidents pursue permissive
reforms, why some succeed and continue in office, and under what conditions
(Arana Araya 2021; Baturo 2010; Cassani 2020; Kouba 2016; McKie 2019;
Sánchez 2013), the effects of such reforms are unknown.

Our goal in this article is twofold. We study both the effect on the quality of
democracy of having a president who is not bound by term limits and of the intro-
duction of a reform that allows him or her to stand for immediate re-election. Both
approaches are conceptually related but are ultimately different questions with their
relative (dis)advantages. The first approach allows one to estimate the average effect
of a permissive re-election rule (relative to a restrictive one). Its advantage is that it
can easily identify the periods of government under either particular rule and con-
nect them directly to the (non-)democratic outcome. But such an approach raises
some methodological challenges. First, term limits are endogenously chosen, which
weakens the case for a causal inference (Baturo and Elgie 2019). Second, the first
approach assumes a constant effect of re-election rules in all countries and all tem-
poral periods. But this is a doubtful assumption because the effects of re-election
may cause a deep crisis of democracy in the immediate aftermath of a successful
term-limit contravention attempt, or these may kick in only later in a more gradual
manner. The introduction of immediate re-election might outweigh the democratic
institutions in the immediate aftermath of the reform but benefit overall democracy
in the long run. Similarly, a country with a long history of permissive re-election
rule may have institutionalized democratic competition over time around this for-
mal rule without its core democratic institutions being challenged. But in a country
where permissive re-election rules were initiated by a contentious (or even legally
dubious) constitutional reform, the very act of removing term limits is conducive
to democratic erosion and political instability. Considering such contextual
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influences, we propose a methodological strategy – the synthetic control method –
to accommodate these inferential challenges.

Theoretically, we approach the problem by disaggregating the effect on democ-
racy into two dimensions: vertical and horizontal accountability, both of which
should (normatively) ideally be maximized in a representative democracy
(O’Donnell 1994). Vertical accountability allows citizens to voice their social
demands to public officials and to hold those officials accountable should they
betray their trust, and as such is supplied by reasonably free and fair elections in
an institutional framework that respects civil and political rights (freedom of
speech, press or association etc.). On the other hand, horizontal accountability
implies the existence of checks and balances on the exercise of power through
state agencies that are legally empowered to oversee and sanction possibly unlawful
actions by other agents of the state (Lührmann, Marquardt and Mechkova 2020;
O’Donnell 1998).

There are conflicting theoretical arguments among which we attempt to adjudi-
cate. While some authors conclude that the possibility of re-electing presidents
reinvigorates democracy by maximizing vertical (electoral) accountability, others
suggest that term limits contrarily damage the electoral connection between voters
and elected officials by hurting electoral competition. Moreover, some authors view
consecutive re-election as conducive to the rise of an imperial presidency that con-
solidates sweeping powers while escaping and eliminating checks and balances (i.e.
damaging horizontal accountability).

The article is structured as follows. The first section defines the concepts of
term-limit evasion and of consecutive presidential re-election. The second section
discusses the theoretical foundations of a relationship between presidential
re-election and the democratic dimensions of horizontal and vertical accountability.
After discussing the research design, data and variables, the third section presents
the results of OLS models aimed at estimating the effects of re-election rules. The
Online Appendix also presents results of propensity score-matching as a robustness
test. The fourth section introduces the synthetic control method to understand how
term-limit evasion shaped democratic outcomes in the third wave of democracy.

Conceptualizing term-limit evasion and consecutive re-election
To answer the two research questions, we differentiate between both related con-
cepts whose democratic effects are examined. We define instances of term-limit
evasion as those episodes in which presidents: (1) were elected; (2) faced a consti-
tutional ban on immediate re-election at the entry to office; and (3) during whose
mandate this ban was lifted to allow for their immediate re-election for a following
term. This definition excludes cases of other types of permissive re-election rule
change – for example, reforms that replaced absolute prohibition on re-election
with non-consecutive re-election, as in Costa Rica 2003, when the constitutional
chamber declared that an absolute ban on re-election was unconstitutional and
then the chamber again permitted the possibility of non-consecutive re-election
after eight years (Zovatto 2005: 152). It also excludes another principal means of
presidential continuismo: term-limit avoidance, in which outgoing presidents
leave office but install formal figureheads in their stead or in which they arbitrarily
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discard counting of mandates served under old constitutions (Baturo 2019). Our
definition does not discriminate between two other types of continuismo: term
extension (allowing re-election for only a single term, as in Peru in 1993 or
Brazil in 1997) and term-limit avoidance (eliminating term limits altogether, as
in Venezuela or Nicaragua; cf. Baturo 2019). Arguably, there is a difference between
both categories, with the former one presenting a somewhat more benign type. But
Latin American term-limit evaders are ‘recidivists’ who attempt further term-limit
extension beyond the original single-term extension (Kouba 2016: 454). Some of
these re-re-election attempts are not successful (e.g. Carlos Menem in Argentina,
Álvaro Uribe in Colombia), while most succeed (e.g. Hugo Chávez in Venezuela,
Daniel Ortega in Nicaragua).

The definition of periods under consecutive re-election is different. There, we
include all cases (country-years) in which an elected president was eligible to run
for a consecutive re-election (as opposed to those who are barred from doing
so). This includes cases of term-limit evaders after their reform (but not prior to
it) but also cases of presidents who inherited the possibility of consecutive
re-election from their predecessors (Nicolás Maduro in Venezuela or Inácio
‘Lula’ da Silva during his first term in Brazil, but not during his second term).
This distinction allows us to isolate the effect on democracy of the rule per se
from the effect of instituting such a rule.

The definitions of both the periods following term-limit evasion and of consecu-
tive re-election periods excludes periods in which non-elected heads of state gov-
erned. This is narrower than a broad definition that also includes overstayers
who came to power through illegitimate means (for example, military coups)
and overstayed the initial period mandated by the civilian constitution (see
Ginsburg et al. 2011). Presidential term-limit evasion is a frequent occurrence.
Globally, as many as 31% of presidents between 1975 and 2018 attempted to extend
their mandate, of whom 33% succeeded in lifting the ban indefinitely, 45% secured
at least another term and only 22% failed in their attempt (McKie 2019). In Latin
America, term-limit evasion was an infrequent occurrence until the 1990s, when a
wave of dismantling of proscriptions on consecutive re-election was inaugurated
(beginning with the attempt by Alberto Fujimori in Peru). Since 1945, there have
been a total of 22 reforms allowing re-election, 15 of which occurred since 1990.
In only seven countries have there been no changes allowing immediate re-election
of incumbent presidents since 1945. The remaining 11 countries witnessed at least
one such reform.

The Online Appendix (section 6) provides a descriptive overview of the evolu-
tion of re-election provisions in each Latin American country since 1945 and
lists the sources for this coding.

The democratic cost of term-limit evasion and consecutive re-election
The theorized effects of reforming re-election rules on democracy can be usefully
disaggregated along two dimensions of political accountability. The ideal of repre-
sentative democracy is maximized in countries which complement the voter–
politician linkages of vertical accountability with a dense and functional web of
horizontal accountability mechanisms and institutions (O’Donnell 1994). Where
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the former source of accountability dominates, the democratic practice is reduced
to a mere ‘delegative democracy’ where the presidents – while legitimized by
clean elections – sidestep, ignore or corrupt autonomous control institutions,
including courts and congresses making those incapable of holding the presidents
accountable. It is important to note that Guillermo O’Donnell’s original definition
of the ideal-typical delegative democracy implies the elimination of all brakes on
presidential power save one – the temporal constraint of having to leave office at
the end of the mandate: ‘whoever wins election to the presidency is thereby entitled
to govern as he or she sees fit, constrained only by the hard facts of existing power
relations and by a constitutionally limited term of office’ (O’Donnell 1994: 59). This
presents a paradox from the perspective of term-limit evasion. On the one hand,
term-limit evading presidents nominally buttress their vertical accountability as
presenting themselves for another election allows voters to evaluate and electorally
punish them. On the other hand, by promoting these reforms, horizontal account-
ability is further weakened (O’Donnell 1994: 67). We discuss below some implica-
tions of this paradox by focusing on the theorized effects of term-limit evasion on
both horizontal and vertical accountability.

Effects of term-limit evasion on vertical accountability

There are two contradictory positions in the literature on whether the possibility of
re-election undermines or enhances vertical accountability. On the positive side,
presidential re-election may solve the fundamental problem of democracy by promot-
ing accountability of elected officials to their voters. Some would go as far as to argue
that the impossibility of re-election was more of an obstacle than a safeguard for
democracy in Latin America in the 1990s because this restriction did not allow voters
to retain competent presidents in office, and at the same time these presidents had no
reason to follow voter preferences (Smith 2005: 160). Presidents who are ineligible to
run for another term become partially unpredictable because voters can no longer
punish them in the form of non-election in the next elections (Linz 1994: 12;
Mainwaring and Shugart 1997: 461; Manin et al. 2001). The possibility of re-election
is therefore an important mechanism through which presidents are held accountable
and responsive to their constituents (Corrales and Penfold 2014; Linz 1998). This
democratic choice is restricted when incumbent presidents are barred from running
for office. After all, such a situation gives rise to candidacies of new and unknown
politicians, and is unlikely to be rational, informed and independent (Linz 1998).
Because term limits fundamentally interfere with the relationship between voters
and presidents, they are considered a blunt instrument damaging to electoral
accountability, so alternative institutional reforms that regulate the incumbency
advantage should be sought instead (Cheibub and Medina 2019: 531).

A related line of reasoning suggests that re-electable presidents conform their
political behaviour to better serve the needs of citizens. Ernesto Laclau argued
forcefully for unlimited re-election in Latin America on the grounds that presiden-
tial systems necessitate strong political leaders to implement political and social
change (Alconada 2012). Unlike in parliamentary systems, the processes of change
crystalize around political leaders whose substitution by term limits creates political
disequilibria. Governing is also made difficult for term-limited presidents due to
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the fixed terms of office under presidentialism, which together constitute a primary
source of presidentialism’s problematic rigidity (Linz 1994). The four to six years in
office allow almost no major reforms to be undertaken. Under such conditions,
smooth and efficient governing may be hindered by discontinuous and short-term
policymaking by lame-duck presidents ineligible for re-election, blocking the access
of able politicians and depriving the polity of the blessings of experience gained by
their presidents, with potential for political conflicts ensuing as a result of succes-
sion crises, or the problematic cohabitation of the once powerful ex-presidents with
the new political leadership (Del Campo 2009; Ginsburg et al. 2011; Linz 1994). Of
particular concern in this respect is that re-election bans weaken the presidents as
leaders of their parties. Legislators will be less inclined to support the president
whose term will shortly expire. However, if they were to be re-elected, this would
increase their chances of forming and maintaining legislative coalitions (Carey
2003).

Although there is sufficient theoretical reason for a positive link between
re-election and vertical accountability, its contribution may be outweighed by
important negative effects. Vertical accountability may be undermined under
re-electable presidents because presidential re-election tilts the balance of electoral
competition in favour of the incumbent. Whether due to a simple ‘incumbency
advantage’ (Corrales and Penfold 2014) or due to a malevolent skewing of the play-
ing field, incumbent presidents seeking re-election wield a substantial electoral
advantage. Presidential contests where incumbents are allowed to run for
re-election significantly reduce the share of votes received by political outsiders,
possibly due to incumbency advantage (access to pork and state resources),
which discourages the participation of independent candidates (Carreras 2012).
Re-election also reduces the number of presidential candidates, thus limiting the
alternative choice for voters (Crespo and Garrido 2008). According to this line
of reasoning, incumbent presidents are already favoured by the powers of their
office and therefore have a huge advantage over their opposition (Hellwig and
Samuels 2008).

Conversely, term limits reinvigorate democratic competition because they pro-
mote alternation in power of both individuals and political parties (Corrales and
Penfold 2014; Maltz 2007: 131; Martsteintredet 2019). This is important, especially
in electoral-authoritarian regimes where the ineligibility of the president reduces
the incumbency advantage of his party and may induce stronger cooperation
among the opposition parties by providing a meaningful opportunity to win the
election. Furthermore, a peaceful alternation in power appears to be possible only
when consecutive re-election was banned in a comparison of Latin American coun-
tries from independence until 1985 (Marsteintredet 2019). The prohibition of presi-
dential re-election was a necessary, though not sufficient, condition to establish
democracy in Latin America (Marsteintredet 2019: 116).

Effects of term-limit evasion on horizontal accountability

If vertical accountability may be helped or hindered by re-election depending on
theoretical perspective, horizontal accountability is the indisputable victim of per-
missive re-election rules, according to existing theories. In presidential systems,

Government and Opposition 365

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/g

ov
.2

02
1.

51
 P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
lin

e 
by

 C
am

br
id

ge
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2021.51


re-election strengthens the trend towards personalistic and hegemonic leadership
and exposes the political system to the risk of a ‘democratic dictatorship’ or even
an authoritarian regime (Zovatto 2014). The absence of term limits strengthens
the president at the expense of other institutions, and weakens the system of checks
and balances. It is mostly for these reasons that Latin American countries intro-
duced restrictive reforms during the third wave of democratization and have tigh-
tened or even banned the possibility of re-election (McKie 2019). For some, the
principle of no re-election is a necessary source of separation of powers in presiden-
tial systems. Re-election outweighs other powers in favour of the president, breaks
the architecture of democracy and further weakens democratic institutions
(Barbadillo 2011; Gaviria 2009: 76). Incumbent presidents are already advantaged
by the powers of their office and therefore enjoy a power advantage over the oppos-
ition (Corrales 2009: 68; Guliyev 2009). Multiple re-election further implies a will-
ingness to act above the law, which is detrimental to political life as democracy is
the government of the law, not the government of the people (Rouquié 2011: 317).
The possibility of presidential re-election also limits the rotation of politicians in
executive positions and increases the president’s bargaining power towards legisla-
tors (Negretto 2011).

Furthermore, not only the rules themselves but the very attempt at scrapping
term limits poses risks to the system of horizontal checks and balances.
Oftentimes, incumbent presidents have succeeded in abolishing the article banning
re-election by constitutionally dubious means, which would not otherwise have
been passed by Congress. They were thus able to bypass the legislature and trample
on the horizontal division of power (Negretto 2012; Sánchez 2013). However, not
all such permissive reforms are similarly problematic, especially if they result from
constructive negotiations across a broad political spectrum and arise as a common
consensus. If the reform is carried out by the president without consulting the
opposition forces, its negative effects prevail (Corrales and Penfold 2014).
Furthermore, the institutional context in which such reforms materialize is
important.

Finally, one should also consider the unintended consequences of term limits on
democracy. The very event (or even attempt) of relaxing term limits by sitting pre-
sidents often invites strong opposition, which may at times result in an openly
authoritarian reaction. The term-limit evasion by Paz Estenssoro of Bolivia itself
triggered his early ouster from office by a military coup (Baturo 2019: 89). This
event ushered the country into almost two decades of military rule. The 2009 mili-
tary coup against President Manuel Zelaya in Honduras – due to his alleged
attempt at term-limit evasion – did not result in military rule but highlighted
the country’s deficient democracy. In sum, the term-limit reforms may trigger an
unpredictable chain of events – whether by design of the presidents themselves
or by the opposition to those reforms – with deleterious consequences for the
core democratic institutions.

The effects of re-electability on democratic dimensions, 1945–2018
For the analysis of the re-election rules’ effects on democratic dimensions, we col-
lected a data set containing yearly data from 18 Latin American countries between
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1945 and 2018 (1,332 cases). Of these country-years, 265 were set as missing
because rulers other than elected presidents were heads of state. This category prin-
cipally includes non-elected military governments, collegial government in
Uruguay and interim presidents (presidents who exercised the mandate after the
elected president deceased, resigned or was removed by a military coup etc.).
The analysis is based on the remaining two categories. The treated units constitute
197 cases of country-years in which presidents were in office who did not face a
term limit and were eligible for a consecutive re-election. The remaining 870
cases constitute the donor pool of control units of country-years in which presi-
dents faced term limits and so were not eligible for a consecutive re-election. If
change from one category to another occurred during a year, that country-year
was assigned the value corresponding to the longest duration.1 These three states
are visualized in Figure 1.

The dependent variables are operationalized using three indices from the
Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) database (version 9) (Coppedge et al. 2019;
Pemstein et al. 2019). The overall democratic performance is measured by the com-
posite liberal democracy index (v2x_libdem), which indicates the extent to which
civil liberties are protected, the rule of law is strong, the judiciary independent
and/or checks and balances are effective. The second measure, vertical accountabil-
ity index (v2x_veracc_osp), is based on the following components: an aggregate

Figure 1. Treated, Control and Missing Units in the Analysis of Re-election Rules in Latin American
Countries, 1945–2018
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measure for the quality of elections, the percentage of enfranchised population and
whether the chief executive is directly or indirectly elected, whether there are bar-
riers to forming a party and how restrictive these are, as well as the degree to which
opposition parties are independent of the ruling regime. The third dependent vari-
able, horizontal accountability index (v2x_horacc_osp), operationalizes the extent
to which the judiciary, the legislature and other state bodies (e.g. comptroller gen-
eral, general prosecutor or ombudsman) hold the government to account and if
they are likely to investigate and report potential irregularities and illegal or uneth-
ical activities by the executive (Coppedge et al. 2019; Lührmann, Marquardt and
Mechkova 2020; Pemstein et al. 2019). It is important to note that none of these
indexes includes the existence of term limits as an indicator entering the calculation
of the index. This ensures that relationships between the existence of term limits
and the quality of democracy and accountability presented in the models are not
tautological.

Additionally, the Online Appendix provides tests using two more dependent
variables measuring other dimensions of democratic governance. First, the
Egalitarian Democracy Index (v2x_egaldem) indicates the extent to which the
civil rights and freedoms are protected equally across social groups as well as
how the resources are distributed in society (Coppedge et al. 2019; Pemstein
et al. 2019). Second, the civil liberties index collected by Freedom House scores
countries on their civil liberties from 1 (free) to 7 (not free) (Freedom House 2021).

The following analyses include information on five covariates that are used as
control variables in the regression models to control for potential confounders.
First, the level of party institutionalization was found to be a key causal factor in
scrapping term limits by Latin American incumbent presidents because it presents
an additional barrier to their personalistic behaviour (Kouba 2016). At the same
time, however, party institutionalization has been linked to democratic outcomes
(Dix 1992). Consequently, the relationship of term limits to the quality of democ-
racy and accountability might be a result of more institutionalized party systems
producing both more term-limited presidencies and higher-quality democratic gov-
ernance. In order to control for this possibility, the models include a party institu-
tionalization index – a political indicator capturing the level and depth of party
organization, party links to civil society, and coherence of party platforms and
ideologies (Coppedge et al. 2019; Pemstein et al. 2019). Second, a country’s depend-
ence and natural resource extraction has similarly been linked, on the one hand, to
both the willingness and success of incumbent presidents in evading their term
limits (Corrales 2009; Guliyev 2009; Kouba 2016) and, on the other hand, to
declines in democratic quality due to the operation of the oil curse (Bergougui
and Murshed 2020; Ross 2001). The models therefore control for the total natural
resources rents (% of GDP), a variable measuring the reliance of a country’s
economy on natural resources extraction (World Bank 2019c).

It is similarly important to control for variables measuring different dimensions
of economic and social development. On the one hand, in countries with lower
incomes and higher inequality, the value of holding office, and therefore the like-
lihood of term-limit removal, is expected to increase (Baturo 2010; Kouba 2016),
while on the other hand, these might also be the countries where democratic gov-
ernance is in the most danger (Burkhart and Lewis-Beck 1994; Houle 2009). The
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models therefore control for three additional variables. First, GDP per capita (in
constant US$) is calculated by averaging from the following four sources: ECLAC
(Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean 2019); Angus
Maddison Historical Statistics (in 1990 international Geary-Khamis dollars)
(Maddison 2010); IISH Data Collection Clio-infra Dataverse (in 1990 international
Geary-Khamis dollars) (Bolt and van Zanden 2015); and World Bank Data – GDP
per capita (World Bank 2019a). Second, economic inequality is measured by the
Gini coefficient capturing the extent to which the income among households
deviates from equal distribution. A value of 0 represents perfect equality and 100
represents perfect inequality. Averaged values from the following four sources
were used: the Chartbook of Economic Inequality (Atkinson et al. 2017); World
Bank Data – Gini Index (World Bank 2019b); the World Economic Forum’s
Inclusive Development Index (World Economic Forum 2018); and the
Standardized World Income Inequality Database (Solt 2019). Third, the human
development index (HDI) measures the development of a country as a summary
measure of human development – that is, life expectancy, education and gross
national income (GNI) per capita (United Nations Development Programme
2019).

Some models (see below) also include dependent variables lagged by one year.
To deal with missing values of some of these covariates, we used the technique
recommended for cross-national time-series data – an imputation model with poly-
nomials of time using the Amelia package in R for data imputation, performing
tests of the fitness of the imputation model by the over-imputation technique
(see Honaker et al. 2011; Honaker and King 2010). In total, 500 imputed data
sets with linear time effects with variation across countries were created. The
descriptive statistics for all variables are available in the Online Appendix (Tables
A1–A5).

OLS models

A series of OLS models are presented to estimate the effects of presidential
re-electability on the three democratic outcomes – quality of democracy and hori-
zontal and vertical accountability (see Tables 1–3). We tested full model with all
covariates by variance inflation factor in the Online Appendix (Table A6). To
avoid multicollinearity, we decided to omit GDP per capita instead of HDI (regres-
sion models with GDP per capita are included in the Heckman selection models).
To check for robustness, seven models for each dependent variable are estimated.
The first six models represent simple outcome regressions on elected presidents
only: (1) OLS during all years between 1945 and 2018; (2) OLS during the post-war
years 1945–1989; (3) OLS using only country-years after the third democratization
wave, 1990–2018; (4) GLS with fixed effects; (5) GLS with random effects within
countries; and (6) GLS with random effects within countries with a lagged depend-
ent variable.

Models 7 (with HDI as a covariate) and 8 (GDP per capita as a covariate) deal
with a potential selection bias as the selection of cases is not random. The process
of case selection could create correlation between the regressors and the error term.
In this situation, the case selection left out non-elected governments (usually
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Table 1. OLS Models: Liberal Democracy Index as an Outcome

OLS 1945–
2018

OLS 1945–
1989

OLS 1990–
2018

GLS with
fixed effects

GLS with
random
effects

GLS with
random

effects with
lagged dem.

Heckman
selection with

HDI

Heckman
selection with

GDP

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Treatment −0.13*** −0.15*** −0.12*** −0.10*** −0.10*** −0.01*** −0.13*** −0.12***)
(0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01) (0.004) (0.01) (0.02)

HDI 1.06*** 0.55*** 1.53*** 1.00*** 1.00*** 0.04*** 0.75***
(0.05) (0.08) (0.10) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.05)

Natural resources (% of GDP) 0.003** 0.01*** −0.003** 0.01*** 0.01*** −0.0002 0.001 −0.005***
(0.001) (0.002) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.0003) (0.001) (0.002)

Gini −0.001 −0.01*** 0.01*** 0.01*** 0.01*** −0.0005 0.001 −0.002**
(0.001) (0.001) (0.002) (0.001) (0.001) (0.0003) (0.001) (0.001)

Party institutionalization index 0.26*** 0.14*** 0.31*** 0.42*** 0.42*** 0.04*** 0.27*** 0.26***
(0.03) (0.04) (0.04) (0.03) (0.03) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02)

Lag of liberal democracy index 0.94***
(0.01)

GDP per capita 0.0000***
(0.0000)

Constant −0.31*** 0.42*** −1.34*** −0.91*** 0.01 −0.05 0.49***
(0.07) (0.11) (0.12) (0.07) (0.02) (0.09) (0.07)

Observations 1,067 575 492 1,067 1,067 1,067 1,332 1,332

R2 0.60 0.57 0.52 0.68 0.68 0.96 0.65 0.63

Adjusted R2 0.60 0.57 0.51 0.68 0.68 0.96 0.65 0.63
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rho −1.49 −1.52

Inverse Mills ratio −0.59*** −0.76***
(0.09) (0.10)

Residual std error 0.16
(df = 1061)

0.14
(df = 569)

0.15
(df = 486)

F statistic 321.73***
(df = 5;
1061)

151.95***
(df = 5;
569)

103.61***
(df = 5;
486)

451.88***
(df = 5; 1044)

2276.02*** 27953.42***

Note: *p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.
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Table 2. OLS Models: Vertical Accountability Index as an Outcome

OLS 1945–
2018

OLS 1945–
1989

OLS 1990–
2018

GLS with fixed
effects

GLS with
random effects

GLS with random effects
with lagged dem.

Heckman
selection with

HDI

Heckman
selection with

GDP

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Treatment −0.08*** −0.10*** −0.06*** −0.07*** −0.07*** −0.02*** −0.09*** −0.08***
(0.01) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.005) (0.01) (0.01)

HDI 0.85*** 0.60*** 0.61*** 0.71*** 0.71*** 0.06*** 0.67***
(0.04) (0.09) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.02) (0.04)

Natural resources 0.002** 0.01*** −0.0002 −0.0005 −0.0004 −0.0002 0.001 −0.0005
(% of GDP) (0.001) (0.002) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.0004) (0.001) (0.001)

Gini −0.002** −0.01*** 0.01*** −0.002 −0.001 −0.001*** −0.001 −0.003***
(0.001) (0.002) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.0004) (0.001) (0.001)

Party 0.23*** 0.32*** 0.10*** 0.42*** 0.42*** 0.05*** 0.23*** 0.32***
institutionalization

index
(0.03) (0.04) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02)

Lag of vertical 0.87***
accountability index (0.01)

GDP per capita 0.0000**
(0.0000)

Constant 0.21*** 0.43*** 0.02 0.17** 0.09*** 0.35*** 0.90***
(0.06) (0.12) (0.06) (0.07) (0.03) (0.07) (0.07)

Observations 1,067 575 492 1,067 1,067 1,067 1,332 1,332

R2 0.58 0.49 0.46 0.61 0.61 0.92 0.60 0.52

Adjusted R2 0.58 0.49 0.45 0.60 0.61 0.92 0.60 0.52

rho −1.36 −1.50

Inverse Mills ratio −0.34*** −0.61***
(0.06) (0.09)
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Residual std error 0.14
(df = 1061)

0.16
(df = 569)

0.07
(df = 486)

F statistic 290.54***
(df = 5;
1061)

110.51***
(df = 5; 569)

81.56***
(df = 5; 486)

327.14***
(df = 5; 1044)

1652.22*** 12781.36***

Note: *p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01. G
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Table 3. OLS Models: Horizontal Accountability Index as an Outcome

OLS 1945–
2018

OLS 1945–
1989

OLS 1990–
2018

GLS with fixed
effects

GLS with
random effects

GLS with random
effects with lagged

dem.

Heckman
selection with

HDI

Heckman
selection with

GDP

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Treatment −0.24*** −0.27*** −0.20*** −0.16*** −0.16*** −0.02** −0.24*** −0.22***
(0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02)

HDI 1.00*** 0.36*** 1.58*** 0.69*** 0.70*** 0.04* 0.73***
(0.07) (0.13) (0.13) (0.05) (0.05) (0.02) (0.07)

Natural resources 0.004*** 0.01*** −0.004** 0.0001 0.0002 −0.001 0.003* −0.002
(% of GDP) (0.001) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.0005) (0.002) (0.002)

Gini −0.002 −0.01*** 0.02*** −0.0002 −0.0002 −0.001 −0.0003 −0.003**
(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.001) (0.001) (0.0005) (0.002) (0.001)

Party 0.26*** 0.25*** 0.16*** 0.56*** 0.55*** 0.03*** 0.27*** 0.28***
institutionalization
index

(0.04) (0.06) (0.05) (0.04) (0.04) (0.01) (0.04) (0.04)

Lag of horizontal 0.94***
accountability index (0.01)

GDP per capita 0.0000***
(0.0000)

Constant −0.06 0.76*** −1.35*** −0.14 0.03 0.18 0.71***
(0.10) (0.17) (0.17) (0.10) (0.03) (0.11) (0.10)

Observations 1,067 575 492 1,067 1,067 1,067 1,332 1,332

R2 0.46 0.48 0.40 0.49 0.49 0.95 0.49 0.47

Adjusted R2 0.46 0.47 0.39 0.48 0.49 0.95 0.49 0.46

rho −1.33 −1.43
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Inverse Mills ratio −0.53*** −0.71***
(0.10) (0.11)

Residual std error 0.23
(df = 1061)

0.22
(df = 569)

0.19
(df = 486)

F statistic 182.03***
(df = 5;
1061)

103.12***
(df = 5; 569)

63.89***
(df = 5;
486)

201.41***
(df = 5; 1044)

1019.04*** 18924.22***

Note: *p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.
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military governments in authoritarian regimes), so the country-years with military
government will be correlated with (non-)democratic outcomes. To avoid sample
selection bias and endogeneity in the analysis, Heckman sample selection models
were used (Heckman 1976). In the first stage, a value of 0 was assigned to country-
years in which rulers other than elected presidents were heads of state, and 1 to the
rest of the country-years. At this first stage a probit equation estimates the selection
process and the results from this equation provide a variable that captures the selec-
tion effect in the outcome equation for the second stage (i.e. the inverse Mills
ratio).2 The independent variable in the second stage among these cases with
elected presidents was the re-electability status – with a value of 0 for country-years
with term-limited presidents in power and 1 for those who were immediately
re-electable. The sampleSelection package in R, which presents a two-step
Heckman estimation that corrects for non-random sample selection, was used
(Toomet and Henningsen 2008).

The coefficient estimates of the re-electability status from these alternative
models, including the Heckman selection models, exhibit remarkable stability.
The findings from Heckman selection models also confirm that the results of the
main models are unaffected by dropping observation of country-years in with
non-elected leaders. We tested models with fixed and random effects and there
is little difference between them. The estimates from all models show a negative
and highly significant relationship between the treatment and the dependent vari-
ables. Having presidents re-electable for another consecutive term negatively
affected the overall quality of liberal democracy as well as horizontal and vertical
accountability in Latin America between 1945 and 2018. The results also suggest
that horizontal accountability is most vulnerable to presidents with unlimited
terms. All the treatment coefficients are statistically significant at the 0.01 level
(with one exception: the treatment coefficient for the horizontal accountability in
the GLS model with random effects with lagged index is statistically significant
at the 0.05 level). There is also a strong positive association between the three out-
come variables and the control variables used in the models. Higher levels of party
institutionalization, for example, imply a higher quality of democracy and vertical
and horizontal accountability. Robustness tests in the Online Appendix (Tables
A9–A11) disaggregate the main independent variable into three dummy variables
to understand the differential effect of a mere ban on a consecutive re-election
beyond the following term and a complete removal of term limits. They suggest
that democracy and accountability are indeed hindered by the complete removal
of term limits over and above the effect of a possibility of only a single consecutive
re-election. A further robustness test using sensitivity analysis is also consistent
with this interpretation (Table A9.1 in the Online Appendix).

The Online Appendix also includes further robustness tests that check for the
presumed positive effects of the possibility of re-election on democratic outcomes
due to the operation of vertical accountability. By disaggregating the main depend-
ent variable, these models test the association to democratic outcomes of first-term
presidents eligible for a single consecutive re-election compared to presidents in
their second (and last) term. Country-years during such second terms indeed fea-
ture weaker democratic and accountability outcomes than country-years during the
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first terms. On the whole, however, even these first terms of re-electable presidents
feature weaker democratic outcomes than under fully term-limited presidents.

The effects of term-limit evasion on democracy and accountability,
1983–2018
Is democracy affected if the incumbent president changes the term-limit rules? This
question is examined using the synthetic control method. We restrict the analysis
only to third wave democracies (i.e. cases of term-limit evasion after 1983) in
order to maximize comparability within a single time frame. Heralded as the
most important innovation in the policy evaluation literature in the last 15 years
(Athey and Imbens 2017: 9), the synthetic control method builds on the
difference-in-differences approach by seeking to understand the effect of a policy
intervention. Its advantage over the difference-in-differences methods is that it
relaxes the parallel trends assumption and provides dynamic estimates of the aver-
age effects (Olper et al. 2018). Unlike the difference-in-differences estimation, the
estimates of causal effects are unique for any given case. This is an important
improvement over pooled regression models for panel data because it allows us
to gauge casual identification separately for each country in the sample (De Kadt
and Wittels 2019). It is therefore suitable for those contexts where the effects are
expected to be heterogenous across the investigated units (Olper et al. 2018).

The synthetic control method (Abadie et al. 2010, 2015) matches pre-treatment
covariates and outcomes between the treated units and a set of control units and it
constructs a synthetic control unit as the counterfactual for the treated unit by
reweighting the control units (Xu 2017: 58). The synthetic control group outcomes
should match the treated unit outcomes within the pre-intervention years, and is
expected to project relevant counterfactuals for the treated unit into the post-treated
years. Research designs in comparative politics have used this feature to address
endogeneity concerns stemming from reverse causation (Singh 2019: 37), a situ-
ation that potentially also characterizes the relationship between term limits and
democracy.

The models are estimated using the synthetic control method in R package
gsynth, which implements the generalized synthetic control method. This package
imputes counterfactuals for each treated unit using data from the donor pool (Xu
2017). Unlike the original synthetic control method, it allows more than one treat-
ment year, so it can be used with unbalanced panel data with different treatment
kicks. It also provides other estimates, such as standard errors and confidence inter-
vals, which improves efficiency and interpretability (Xu 2017). The matrix comple-
tion method is used (Athey and Imbens 2017), which runs a different algorithm
and regularization scheme and takes advantage of the treatment group information
in the pre-treatment period (Xu 2017). In the Online Appendix (Section 5.2) we
also provide other results using the expectation maximization (EM) method
algorithm (Gobillon and Magnac 2016; Xu 2017).

The analysis based on the generalized synthetic control method uses a data set of
596 country-years from the 18 Latin American countries between 1983 and 2018
(see Figure 2). Because some authoritarian regimes were still in place during some
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Figure 2. Latin American Countries by Treatment Status, 1983–2018
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of the early years, these were removed from the data set because they are not compar-
able: Argentina in 1983 (non-democratic regime), Dominican Republic 1983–1994
(until 1994 there was no term limit), Guatemala 1983–1985 (non-democratic regime),
Chile, Paraguay and Panama 1983–1989 (non-democratic regimes), Nicaragua
1983–1995 (there was no term limit between 1987 and 1995), Uruguay 1983–
1984 (non-democratic regime).

In the first step, we coded the independent variable (treatment, in this case the
occurrence of term-limit reform) with a binary indicator. The value 1 was assigned
to the post-treatment period (i.e. country-years following the reform that allowed
for re-electability of a president). The value 0 was assigned to the country-years
of the pre-treatment period and all yearly observations in countries with no reform
(control units). There are 10 treated countries, where the treatment kicks in at dif-
ferent times. The remaining eight non-treated countries constitute the donor pool
of country-years in which no permissive reform during 1983–2018 was observed.

In the next step, the model with the outcome variables (liberal democracy, hori-
zontal and vertical accountability), the treatment indicator (treatment = 1) and five
observed covariates (GDP per capita, Gini coefficient, HDI, total natural resources
rents % of GDP and party institutionalization index) is estimated. Using the gsynth
algorithm, we choose two-way fixed effects with cross-validation procedure and
uncertainty estimates (standard errors and confidence levels). We also set a min-
imum value of the pre-treatment period (> 7 years), so that no country is removed
from the model.

Table 4 shows the average treatment effect on the treated (ATT) averaged over all
periods. Tables A19–A24 in the Online Appendix also include supplementary
information: the ATT by period (including pre-treatment periods); and the coeffi-
cients of the time-varying covariates.

Plots for the estimated treatment effects for the entire set of Latin American
countries are presented in Figure 3 and plots for individual countries in
Figure 4. This displays the plots of the estimated average treatment effect on the
treated units and predicted Y(0)s (treated and counterfactuals) for each country
that experienced term-limit evasion. Because the re-election reforms in these coun-
tries kick in at different years, the gsynth algorithm realigns the x-axis based on the
timing of the treatment (time relative to treatment).

The plots for the entire set of Latin American countries display the negative
effects of term-limit removal on all three outcomes, which corresponds with the
earlier regression and matching results. The horizontal accountability (ATT =
−0.19) is damaged more by term-limit evasion than is vertical accountability
(ATT =−0.07) or liberal democracy (ATT =−0.12).

Table 4. Average Treatment Effect of Term-Limit Evasion on Three Democratic Outcomes

ATT S.E. CI-lower CI-upper p-value

Liberal democracy index −0.1278 0.0636 −0.2666 −0.0198 0.0260

Vertical accountability index −0.0703 0.0288 −0.1261 −0.0137 0.0120

Horizontal accountability index −0.1898 0.0949 −0.3963 −0.0402 0.0080
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In only two countries – Peru and Brazil – do the post-treatment values of the
liberal democracy index surpass those of their respective synthetic cases, and
even there only for a limited period of time and in both cases with a limited effect
size. Peru, it must be noted, reversed the term-limit contravention by President
Alberto Fujimori in 2000, reverting to a non-consecutive rule, so most of its post-
treatment evolution actually took place under non-re-election laws. The small dif-
ferences between the observed and counterfactual paths in some countries may also
be attributable to the mode of term-limit removal. That is, the democratic effect of
term-limit removal may be conditional on the circumstances under which such

Figure 3. The Effect of Term-Limit Evasion on the Three Democratic Outcomes in Latin America,
1983–2018
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Figure 4. The Effect of Term-Limit Evasion on the Three Democratic Outcomes by Latin American
Countries
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Figure 4. Continued.
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Figure 4. Continued.
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reform originated. Whether re-election was instituted through court rulings, con-
gressional approval, constituent assembly or referenda (see Sánchez 2013), the
extent of its popular approval or whether the opposition parties consented to the
reform, may all be relevant considerations. The Argentine negotiated term-limit
relaxation in 1994, which involved the consent of the opposition parties in the con-
stituent assembly in return for fulfilling some of their demands, and the smooth
1997 reform in Brazil, which enjoyed large public and congressional support
even among opposition parties (Goertzel 1999), are examples of rather unique
paths which have not produced democratic deterioration.

The largest drop in liberal democracy levels relative to the counterfactual scen-
ario occurred in the four countries with radical leftist presidents – Bolivia, Ecuador,
Nicaragua and Venezuela. Prior to their rise to power, all four were characterized by
extensive delegitimization of previous regimes and a lack of stable and coherent
leftist parties. With the exception of Ecuador, these presidents (Evo Morales,
Daniel Ortega and Hugo Chávez) sought to extend their stay in power beyond
their first term-limit relaxation, and Morales and Ortega did so in a constitutionally
dubious way. But the large net effects on horizontal accountability in countries such
as Colombia suggest that democratic deterioration in the aftermath of term-limit
removal is not unique to radical leftist presidencies.

Re-election reforms are often accompanied by other major constitutional
reforms which could also affect the democratic trajectories of those countries. In
some cases, term-limit removal resulted from the adoption of new constitutions
(e.g. Argentina, Bolivia, Ecuador, Venezuela), while this was an isolated reform
in other countries (e.g. Brazil, Honduras, Nicaragua, Colombia). There does not
seem to be a pattern as both types of term-limit evasion have resulted in deep
democratic deterioration in some cases and a lack of meaningful effect in others.
For example, the abolition of term limits in Nicaragua was a two-step process as
the incumbent Sandinista president Daniel Ortega first removed the absolute pro-
scription of consecutive re-election in 2009 and then moved to fully undo all term

Figure 4. Continued.
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limits in 2014 (Close 2019). Both were isolated constitutional reforms and both
helped fragment the opposition, reduce political competition and gradually move
the country towards an authoritarian regime (Buben and Kouba 2020). Compare
this to Bolivia, where the term-limit relaxation by Evo Morales was originally
adopted as part of the new constitution in 2009, but which developed along a simi-
lar path to Nicaragua as President Morales ignored the original two-term limit (and
the results of the 2016 referendum where a majority of Bolivians rejected another
term extension). Similar to Nicaragua, this term-limit evasion resulted in an
increasingly authoritarian exercise of power and violent confrontations with the
opposition in 2019 (Levitsky and Murillo 2020). Unlike Ortega, whose authoritar-
ian tactics secured his political survival even after a violent confrontation with an
opposition movement in 2018, Morales was ousted from power under coup-like cir-
cumstances amid allegations of voter fraud following his re-re-election attempt in
2019 (Wolff 2020).

Conclusion
We asked two related but distinct research questions. First, does having a permissive
re-election rule reduce or help the quality of democracy relative to periods in which
presidents are not eligible for immediate re-election? Second, does changing the
re-election rule to allow the incumbent to run for a consecutive term undermine
or help the country’s democracy? There is very little to suggest that term-limit
removal and the possibility of re-election help democracy in any discernible way.
The presented models report a negative relationship between the existence of presi-
dential re-election rules and the level of liberal democracy, but also horizontal and
vertical accountability. The success of the term-limit evasion attempt is furthermore
strongly related to long-term democratic erosion in all three of these dimensions, as
evidenced by the synthetic control method. The fact that in no countries did the
synthetic values of the democracy and accountability indices significantly surpass
the observed values (but were significantly lower in most) strongly suggests an over-
all independent negative effect of term-limit evasion on democracy.

An established theoretical tradition emphasizes that the ability of incumbents to
run for re-election improves vertical accountability and enhances democratic gov-
ernance. We indeed found some support that the second consecutive (and last)
terms of presidents are associated with a weaker democratic outcome than their
first terms. This is consistent with the proposition that presidents become less
accountable in their second (and last) terms. On the whole, however, even these
first terms of re-electable presidents feature weaker democratic outcomes than
when there is a fully term-limited president. Presidential re-election significantly
weakens vertical accountability in Latin America, although on average to a lesser
degree than horizontal accountability does.

For some, the vertical accountability faced by non-term-limited presidents is of
such a high importance for democratic governance that institutional reforms other
than term limits should be sought instead (Cheibub and Medina 2019). Their aim
should be to regulate the incumbency advantage rather than abolish it. They
include improvements to electoral accountability such as stricter regulation of cam-
paign finance, fair distribution of public campaign funding, access to media and
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strengthening of agencies that oversee electoral campaigns (Cheibub and Medina
2019: 531). Our results put these recommendations into perspective. The introduc-
tion of similar reforms to promote vertical accountability is certainly laudable, but
we provide sufficient reason to doubt if they can be effectively put in place, particu-
larly in settings where presidents are allowed to run for immediate re-election (i.e.
where these reforms are most needed). Such reforms require horizontal account-
ability, that is, the existence of autonomous institutions – oversight agencies, courts
and so on – to which the presidents are held accountable. But these are precisely the
sort of institutions whose autonomy and effectiveness in checking the president are
damaged by the lack of presidential term limits in the first place. Term-unlimited
presidents all too often trample on their autonomy. Because the damage to horizon-
tal and vertical accountability from the existence of immediate re-election goes
hand in hand, it is unlikely that simple reforms of campaign funding and organiz-
ing undo the nefarious effects of re-election on democracy. Such reforms are
unlikely to be neutral but are very likely to skew the playing field in favour of
the incumbent president.

Our results also suggest that in most countries term-limit evasion does have an
effect on the level of democracy. An opposing interpretation of term limits would
emphasize the endogenous relationship between consecutive re-election and dem-
ocracy. For example, the lack of political competition is a strong predictor of term-
limit evasion (McKie 2019), and so are the challenges to horizontal accountability
through weak judicial independence (Kouba 2016). It would be tempting to con-
clude that term limits are repealed in countries where democracy is already eroded,
and that this explains the association between the lack of term limits and (non-)
democracy. The synthetic control method, although an improvement over standard
regression techniques because it allows us to gauge the causal identification separ-
ately for each country and provides dynamic estimates of the causal effects, solves
this issue only partially. Still, the fact that in no countries did the synthetic values of
the democracy and accountability indices significantly surpass the observed values
(but were significantly lower in most) strongly suggests an overall independent
negative effect of term-limit evasion on democracy.

Term limits are not a panacea for a functioning democracy. Term limits have his-
torically existed in both democratic and authoritarian countries. The Somoza clan in
Nicaragua presided over a personalist dictatorship (1936–1979) without the need to
scrap term limits. Instead term limits were used as an instrument of authoritarian
rule by the Somozas, who formally handed over the presidential office to a safe
replacement three times without relinquishing de facto power – a practice Luis
Somoza derided as ‘changing the monkey’ (Close 2019). The enduring Mexican ‘per-
fect dictatorship’ prior to 2000 was not only compatible with strict term limits but
these were also central to its interacting with other institutional features (Klesner
2019). Despite such episodes, the overall balance across Latin America indicates
that between 1945 and 2018 democracy has been better off when term limits were
in place than when they were not. This association remains strong even after control-
ling for other determinants of democracy. Not only are countries that employ them
better democracies, but also the attempts to repeal them do not help – rather, they are
either neutral or outright detrimental to democracy.
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Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.
1017/gov.2021.51.
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Notes
1 For example, in April 1969, Bolivia’s elected president Barrientos died in a helicopter crash and was suc-
ceeded by Vice President Siles. In September Siles was overthrown by a coup d’état; i.e. most of the year,
unelected leaders were in office. We coded Bolivia in 1969 as a missing case with a non-elected president.
The dates for the beginning and the end of the mandates are coded according to taking office, and not by
the date of the election.
2 In the Online Appendix (Tables A1–A5) more Heckman selection coefficients for all our outcomes in
each selection phase are included.
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