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More than 200 years ago, Charles de Montesquieu and Adam Smith identified the relationship between the well-being of nations and a sound legal framework capable of
ensuring certain fundamental rights. Since that time, institutions have remained a significant focus of discussion and debate in both academic and political forums. Throughout
the past century, the vital role played by institutions has been examined by Ronald Coase
and neo-institutionalist academics like Douglass North, acquiring renewed salience in
the 1990s as research and thinking in the area converged to shed light on major world
events.
Today, demanding markets and increasingly globalized economies compel countries to
have the capacity to adapt quickly to change. The necessary adaptability is built on many
qualities—chief among them confidence in a predictable legal system and public policies;
a reliable and flexible regulatory framework that stimulates business growth and labor
market expansion; efficient investment in human capital and infrastructure; and social
policies that cultivate both a well-prepared labor force and effective mechanisms of social
protection. All these components necessarily depend on a system of strong institutions
that facilitate the design and implementation of reforms that are sound, gradual, and welladapted to specific realities.
During the past 25 years, countries in Latin America and the Caribbean have experienced the progressive consolidation of democratic freedoms, and political actors and
citizens have accepted the rules of the electoral game. Representatives of the region’s
governments have agreed to take part in competitive electoral processes in which they subject their political performance to periodic voting. The current period is the region’s most
protracted and geographically extensive electoral phase in history. In some cases, this has
brought considerable political realignment, the opening of representative institutions to
new political groups and, certainly, along with that, the advancement of novel ideas. The
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current challenge is now to ensure that democratic institutions endure and are consolidated
and strengthened by such processes.
The present study focuses precisely on these institutions. It examines prevailing reform
trends as well as the principal governance challenges confronting the region. It is our thesis
that while the interactions, negotiations, and agreements among political actors are certainly significant, even more significant are the institutions within which such interactions
take place.
Written in this spirit, this book is the result of a joint effort initiated by the Inter-American
Development Bank and the International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance in
2002 with the publication of the first edition of Democracies in Development. The great demand
for both the English and Spanish editions prompted the preparation of this expanded and
updated edition. We hope that this book, like the first edition, stimulates useful debate on
the central institutional questions shaping the course of development in the region.

Assembling this book depended on contributions from many people. Edmundo Jarquín,
former chief of the State, Governance, and Civil Society Division of the Sustainable
Development Department at the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB), and Bengt SäveSöderbergh, the former secretary-general of the International Institute for Democracy and
Electoral Assistance (International IDEA), provided solid intellectual and institutional support to the project. Marco Ferroni, deputy manager of the IDB’s Sustainable Development
Department, ensured that this institutional commitment was carried through to the completion of this revised edition. Special thanks are also due Andrés Allamand Zavala, who
conceived the idea of producing the first edition of this book and, through his enthusiasm
and leadership, helped to move it forward in its early stages.
The theoretical and conceptual discussions in each chapter drew on insights and analysis in the published works of numerous scholars. Given their studies’ particular importance
to the conceptual frameworks and theoretical ideas presented in various chapters of the
book, we owe special gratitude to the following scholars: Manuel Alcántara, John Carey,
Fernando Cepeda, Rodolfo Cerdas, Larry Diamond, Scott Mainwaring, Dieter Nohlen, Pippa
Norris, Guillermo O’Donnell, Marc F. Plattner, Juan Rial, Dani Rodrik, Andreas Schedler,
Timothy R. Scully, Amartya Kumar Sen, and Matthew Soberg Shugart.
We also thank Manuel Alcántara, Humberto de la Calle, Fernando Cepeda, Ricardo
Córdova, Flavia Freidenberg, Mark P. Jones, Fabrice Lehoucq, José Enrique Molina, Dieter
Nohlen, Guillermo O’Donnell, Juan Rial, Daniel Sabsay, and Michael Shifter for the valuable comments they provided on various chapters of the first edition. This new edition also
benefited from comments from participants in the seminars and conferences at which the
first edition was presented and discussed, and from the helpful remarks of two anonymous
reviewers.
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Chernick-Berman. Michael Harrup served as production editor, and Cathy Conkling-Shaker
provided editorial assistance. The cover was designed by Cinthya Cuba, and the interior
design and layout were handled by Sandra Reinecke of The Word Express, Inc.
We are also indebted to Ileana Aguilar at International IDEA and Juan Cruz Perusia,
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The extension of democracy in Latin America and its steady consolidation in some countries have brought major benefits to citizens, including guarantees of political and civil
freedoms and the protection of fundamental human rights. Nevertheless, in the first decade
of the new millennium, important challenges remain in the social, economic, and political
spheres. Despite the adoption of market-oriented economic policy reforms, following the
guidelines of the so-called Washington Consensus, economic growth since 1990 has been
disappointing and has so far failed to sustain high levels of employment and increased living standards for the majority of citizens.
As a consequence, only in some countries have high poverty rates fallen, and even
there only slightly. A June 2005 report of the Economic Commission for Latin America and
the Caribbean (ECLAC) indicates that since 1990 Latin America’s rate of progress in reducing the share of the population living in conditions of extreme poverty has been insufficient
to meet the target established in the Millennium Development Goals for 2015 (ECLAC,
2005).1 Advances in reducing hunger and childhood malnutrition have been greater for
the region as a whole, but limited for the countries in which these problems are especially
acute. Of the total population in the region, 18.6 percent (or 96 million people) live in
conditions of extreme poverty, while 42.9 percent (or 222 million people) live in poverty. In
general, the countries with the longest and most ingrained democratic traditions (such as
Chile, Costa Rica, and Uruguay) are the ones that have made the most progress in reducing

1

The Millennium Development Goals arose from an agreement between the governments of the 189 countries that
took part in the United Nations Millennium Summit (2000). Eight development objectives were established that
were to be fulfilled by 2015. They are to: (1) cut hunger and extreme poverty in half; (2) achieve universal primary
education; (3) promote gender equality; (4) reduce infant mortality; (5) reduce mortality of women at childbirth;
(6) halt the spread of HIV/AIDS and malaria; (7) guarantee the sustainability of the environment; and (8) promote
a world partnership for development, with goals for assistance, trade, and reduction of the debt burden.
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poverty. Other countries, such as Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, and Mexico have made some,
but still deficient, progress. Another group of countries, including Bolivia, Guatemala, and
Nicaragua, have the farthest to go to meet the target.
In light of the experience in this and other developing regions, as well as a new body
of theoretical and empirical research, there is a growing consensus that modernizing the
state and consolidating the broader institutional framework at the foundation of a marketcentered economy are essential to accelerate the pace of social and economic progress.
The increased attention to the need to strengthen democratic institutions as a goal in and
of itself, as well as for the sake of broader development objectives, is evidenced in various multilateral initiatives and in several recent publications. For instance, at the Quebec
Summit of the Americas (April 2001) the countries of the region declared that “democracy
and economic and social development are interdependent and mutually reinforcing as fundamental conditions to combat poverty and inequality.” The adoption of the Inter-American
Democratic Charter in Lima (September 2001) affirmed respect for core democratic values
as a condition for membership in hemispheric organizations.
Democracy in Latin America: Towards a Citizens’ Democracy, published by the United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP, 2004) aimed to rally the multilateral community and the
countries of the region around the objective of preserving and strengthening democracy.
It called attention to the particular challenges to democratic consolidation posed by the
limited fulfillment of civil and social rights in many countries of the region.
More recently, the Inter-American Development Bank (2006) published The Politics of
Policies as its 2006 annual research report. That volume examined how relatively steady features of public policies—such as their stability, adaptability, and orientation to the public
welfare—are affected by characteristics of the democratic policy-making process, including
the independence of the judiciary, the professionalism of the civil service, and the capacity
of the legislature.
This updated and expanded second edition of Democracies in Development underlines the
importance of politics, and more specifically of how institutional features of democratic
systems affect their functioning as well as the prospects for their consolidation. As in the
first edition, we review Latin America’s experience with democratic reform over the past
quarter-century in order to identify the prevailing trends and to glean some lessons, however tentative and contingent, about the types of reforms that may or may not hold promise
for strengthening democracy. We do not offer prescriptions or recipes. Rather, our purpose
is to highlight many of the key issues, provide a map of the reform options available, and
contribute conceptual tools and information to the debate about democratic reform.
Because the book aims to contribute to the debate over political reform, its structure
and language are designed to be accessible and appealing to practitioners, policy makers,
representatives of civil society, the media, and the development assistance community. The
goal is not to break new theoretical ground or to test hypotheses. Instead, the book’s main
contribution is to apply a common conceptual framework to describing and analyzing the
different institutional arrangements across Latin America.
We cover 18 Latin American countries over the period that begins with the arrival of
the region’s “third wave” of democracy (Table 1). The specific period examined for each
country begins either in 1978 or at the point of the first reasonably free and fair democratic

Table 1. Latin America’s Transition to Democracy, 1978–2005

Transition
year
(first year
of study)

Years of
democracy
since first
year of study

Argentina

1983

Bolivia

Country

Presidential

Legislative

21

1983, 1989, 1995,
1999, 2003

1982

22

1985,
1993,
2001,
1985,
2002,

Brazil

1985

19

1990

14

Colombia1

1978

26

1982, 1986,
1994, 1998,

1986,
2002
1989,
2005
1978,
1991,

1990, 1994, 1998,

Chile

Costa Rica1

1978

26

1982, 1986,
1994, 1998,

1978, 1982, 1986, 1990,
1994, 1998, 2002

Dominican
Republic

1978

26

1982, 1988,
1994, 2000,

1978, 1982, 1986, 1990,
1994, 1998, 2002, 2006,

Ecuador

1979

25

1984, 1988,
1996, 1998,

El Salvador

1984

20

Guatemala

1985

19

Honduras

1982

22

1979,
1990,
1998,
1985,
1997,
1985,
1999,
1981,
1997,

1984,
1992,
2002
1988,
2000,
1990,
2003
1985,
2001,

Mexico2

1982

22

1980,
1993,
2005
1989,
2002
1989,
2005
1978,
1990,
2002
1978,
1990,
2002
1978,
1992,
2004
1978,
1992,
2002
1984,
1999,
1985,
1999,
1981,
1993,
2005
1982,
2000

1983,
1991,
1999,
1980,
1997,

1982, 1985, 1988,
1994, 1997, 2000,

Nicaragua
Panama

1990
1989

14
15

1996, 2001
1994, 1999,

1979,
1991,
2003
1990,
1994,

Paraguay

1989

15

1993, 1998,

1989, 1993, 1998, 2003

Peru

1980

24

Uruguay

1985

19

Venezuela1

1979

25

1985,
2000,
1989,
2004
1983,
1998,

1980,
2000,
1984,
2004
1978,
1998,

1

2

1990,
1989,
2004
1989,
2003
1980,
1995,
1984,
1999,
1978,
1993,

1985, 1989,
1997, 2002,
1994, 1998,
1993, 1999,

1989,
2004
1990,
2003
1985,
1997,

1994,
1995,
1989,
2001,

1988, 1994,

1990,
2001
1994,
1988,
2000

1987, 1989,
1995, 1997,
2003
1989, 1993,
2005

1993, 1997, 2001,
1982, 1986, 1990,
1994, 1998, 2002

1986, 1988,
1994, 1996,
1991, 1994,
2003
1994, 1995,
1989, 1993,
2005

1996, 2001
1999, 2004

1985, 1990, 1995,
2001
1989, 1994, 1999,
1983, 1988, 1993,
2000, 2005

Colombia, Costa Rica, and Venezuela elected their leaders through reasonably free and competitive electoral
processes before 1978, the initial year of the overall study. For these countries, the first year of the study is that in
which the first president elected during the period 1978–2005 took office.
Since Mexico underwent a long-term process of political liberalization and democratization during the period, a
particular transition year is not assigned. Rather, political institutional change in Mexico is examined beginning in
1982, the year when the first elected president of the 1978–2005 period took office.
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Elections during the period of the study

Part I
Institutions and Democracy (I):
Election Rules and Regime Design
Part I consists of four chapters that cover the election systems used for electing the
president and representatives to the legislature, the balance of constitutional and partisan
power between the executive and legislative branches, and institutions intended to support the holding of public officials and governmental institutions accountable to the law
and to citizens. Chapter 2 examines the different systems used for electing presidents, as
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elections following that year. The definition of this transition point in some countries is
a matter of controversy. The reason for setting such a dividing line for each country is to
allow for a common starting point and to ensure that the reforms considered were adopted
in a basically democratic context. The first edition analyzed political reforms and electoral
outcomes through December 31, 2000—the current edition goes to December 31, 2005. In
some cases of special relevance, we refer to some more recent events, either in the main
text or in footnotes.
The book is organized in three parts: the first concerns electoral rules and regime design; the second, the organization and role of political parties; and the third, the participatory role of citizens and their attitudes towards democratic institutions.
Chapter 1 offers a broad, general overview, informed by a historical perspective, of the
purpose behind the book. By highlighting the mechanisms through which the quality of
democratic politics has historically affected development, we underline the particular relevance of democratic political reform to Latin America’s development prospects. In looking
at the region’s political systems from this long-term perspective, we develop a typology of
previous democratic experience on the assumption that these differences are likely to be
central in shaping the nature and extent of the challenges faced in the current democratic
period. In a few countries it is possible to speak of “the recovery of democracy,” implying a
situation in which countries already had a long tradition of democracy and solid adherence
to the rule of law prior to the period of authoritarian rule. Other countries, which throughout the 20th century experienced repeated authoritarian interruptions of democracy or
semi-democratic regimes, belong to the group of nations within the democratizing wave
that have “returned to the process of democratic construction.” A third group of countries
that have lacked experience in democratic government over most of the period are referred
to as “beginning the process of democratic construction.”
The succeeding chapters each focus on a different institutional dimension of presidential democracy. First, they delineate the types of possible arrangements and define the
relevant concepts. Second, they discuss from a theoretical perspective the possible effects
of different institutional choices on democratic governance. Third, they examine current
arrangements in countries of the region and identify the main regional reform trends over
the period of the study. The chapters conclude with a partial and preliminary assessment
of the reasonableness of the reforms in relation to the theoretical ideas elaborated earlier
in the chapter, as well as their apparent impact in practical terms.

Part II
Institutions and Democracy (II): Political Parties
Pursuing the same broad objectives as the chapters in Part I, the two chapters in Part II concentrate on the relationship between characteristics of political parties and political party
systems on the one hand, and democratic stability and governance, on the other. Chapter
6 examines political parties from the perspective of how they shape political participation
and representation, while Chapter 7 concentrates on parties’ internal processes of decision
making and the financing of electoral campaigns and political party activity. Thus, the former focuses on the structure and degree of institutionalization of the political party system.
The latter examines two important issues related to the functioning of political parties:
(1) the rules and practices for parties’ selection of candidates for public office, particularly
the presidency, and (2) the rules governing campaign finance and the everyday activities of
political parties, as well as the mechanisms of enforcing those rules.

Part III
Citizen Participation and Democracy
Part III, which consists of three chapters, examines the linkages between institutions and
citizens. Chapter 8 focuses on the variety of mechanisms established to facilitate greater
direct participation by citizens in national decision making. Chapter 9 examines the degree
of citizen support for democracy as a form of government and for the institutions that comprise it, examining the region as a whole as well as individual countries. Finally, Chapter
10 considers the level and evolution of electoral participation by country, comparing Latin
America with other world regions. It examines the degree to which trends in participation
in electoral processes reflect changes in citizens’ confidence in democracy.

Conclusions
In the book’s final section, we set forth a series of recommendations that may be useful in
efforts to reform public sector institutions in the region. It must be emphasized that these
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well as variations in the timing of presidential and legislative elections, the length of the
presidential mandate, and rules in relation to presidential reelection. Chapter 3 focuses on
the different systems used for electing legislative representatives. Chapter 4 analyzes the
constitutional rules defining the formal balance of power between the executive and legislature, as well as the extraconstitutional, partisan-based factors shaping the capabilities of
the two branches. Finally, Chapter 5 examines the authority and institutional origins and
designs of three of the main types of “horizontal accountability” agencies: supreme audit
institutions, the office of the attorney general or public prosecutor, and the office of the
human rights ombudsman.

Appendixes
The CD-ROM that accompanies this publication contains three appendixes. Appendix 1
features for each country a table that describes the prevailing rules and structures pertaining to the institutional dimensions examined in the book. This provides a reference for the
reader who wants to view in one place all of the rules for a particular country. Appendix
2 provides tables for each country regarding the level of electoral participation for each
national election from the beginning of the study period through 2005. Appendix 3 features
tables for each country that show the number of votes and percentage of the vote obtained
by the political parties for presidential and legislative elections, as well as the distribution
of legislative seats by party.
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recommendations are tentative and should be interpreted with caution. There are no universal
recipes, and the possibilities for and effects of reform very much depend on their context.
We recognize that political institutions are not the only factors that affect the performance of democratic systems. A host of noninstitutional factors—including the level of
social and economic development; the intensity of ethnic, religious, geographic, and socioeconomic divisions; the proclivity of citizens toward association and cooperation; the
independence and plurality of the news media; and international political and economic
pressures—shape the operation of all democratic systems.
In addition, the quality of political leadership is central. Regardless of the structure of
incentives provided by formal institutions, individual politicians still have room to influence
the performance of the political system. Daring, capable, and unselfish leadership, in fact,
is necessary to undercut entrenched interests and bring about meaningful political and institutional reform. Because of variation in the pool of political leadership and the collective
learning of political actors, the same formal institutional structure may produce crisis in one
historical context and stability and effective governance in another.
Limited resources and space prevented us from directly considering several topics of
growing importance, notably the impact of political decentralization on democratic governability, the changing political role of indigenous peoples in some of the region’s political
systems, the reform of judicial institutions and the civil service, and the role of civil society
organizations.
This publication tends to corroborate what is already known: specific institutions function differently depending on the socioeconomic and broader institutional and cultural
context in which they operate. One possible response to this observation is a pessimistic,
deterministic one: reforms are doomed to fail when the context does not offer the minimum
conditions or “critical mass” needed to produce substantial change. But we take a different
position. Institutions that are more democratic and efficient should contribute to an increase
in democratic behavior in the populations they serve. Greater institutional efficiency should
reverberate in greater public confidence in leaders and representative institutions—in other
words, in enhanced legitimacy of the system and its institutions. In this fashion, a virtuous
circle is generated in which institutions that are more democratic will produce types of behavior that are more democratic, which in turn will further strengthen institutions.

The bulk of the information on institutions and reforms considered in Chapters 2 through
8 is derived from extensive consultations with experts from the countries of the region,
as well as from primary and secondary research carried out by the authors. This research
covered the various constitutions, statutes, electoral laws, political party laws, and other
laws in force at different points during the period studied. The information on electoral
participation, as well as the votes by party for presidential and legislative elections, was
drawn from the electoral oversight body for each country, the International Institute for
Democracy and Electoral Assistance (International IDEA, 1997 and 2002), the Enciclopedia
electoral (Nohlen, 1993), and national statistical publications. The discussion of citizen
attitudes toward democracy in Chapter 10 is based mainly on the regional public opinion
survey, Latinobarómetro, and on a survey carried out in a more limited group of countries by
the Consorcio Iberoamericano de Empresas de Investigación de Mercado y Asesoramiento
(CIMA), coordinated by the Gallup Institute of Argentina. Cross-regional comparisons are
facilitated by use of the Eurobarometer and the Central and Eastern Eurobarometer.
The effort to obtain, assimilate, and ensure the accuracy of a detailed and comprehensive set of data on institutions and electoral outcomes in the region was a difficult one.
Though attention to institutional variables has grown in recent years, the lack of reliable
information reflects, at least in part, past scholarly neglect of such factors. Other complexities were present as well. For example, the legal source for a given set of institutional arrangements, such as mechanisms of direct democracy or audit agencies, is not necessarily
the national constitution, but may be specific laws. Given the detailed knowledge required
to understand how particular institutions are structured, and how they have been reformed,
local expertise is essential.
The unavailability or unreliability of particular types of information—such as electoral
registration data or votes by party for a given election—may also reflect the relatively weak
capacity, and in some cases, the still limited transparency of some national political institutions. As a consequence, even if one relies exclusively on a single official source, it is
common to find conflicting or missing information. The problem, of course, is multiplied
when one is forced to rely on various secondary sources. The specific wording of laws is
also quite different from how they are enforced or applied in practice. Constitutions and
political laws are inherently rife with ambiguity, and the entities established to interpret
them vary considerably in their degree of political independence and capacity. Thus, while
the rules governing a particular institutional area may be correctly described in the book,
the practical implications of such rules may be misinterpreted, given the leeway possible
in their actual application. We simplify this problem somewhat by concerning ourselves
mainly with a formal and literal reading of the rules and laws. Nevertheless, we also attempt to take into account as far as possible the divergences between rules and their
practical application.

—The authors
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The Role of the State and
Politics in Latin American
Development (1950–2005)
An analysis of the institutional design of Latin American political systems has, until
recently, been largely absent from explanations of development failure in the region.1 While
not attempting to define their causes, several political factors have been blamed for the
region’s economic instability.2 Of these, one of the most prominent is political instability—as reflected in the frequency of constitutional change, coups d’état, irregular transfers
of governmental power, armed insurgencies, and massive social protests. It is argued that
the environment created by the frequent changes in power relationships and rules of the
political game have been unsuitable for long-term investment and sustained economic
growth.
The failures of Latin American development in the 20th century are not just associated
with the episodic and deficient nature of economic growth, but also its lack of social equity
(Thorp, 1998). Many countries in Latin America grew considerably over the past century,
achieving significant progress. But the region continues to suffer overwhelming inequality
across social classes, and its relative position in the world economy declined in the second
half of the 20th century. Despite the significant economic reforms carried out over the past
two decades, few countries have managed to achieve high and sustained rates of economic
growth.

1

2

As elsewhere throughout this book, this chapter considers only the Spanish-speaking countries of Latin America,
and Brazil. The Caribbean Basin countries that have parliamentary systems are not included, given their distinct
institutional, historical, and political conditions.
Whether or not there is sufficient empirical evidence to demonstrate a cause-effect relationship between democracy and development has been the subject of considerable debate in academic forums. A stronger consensus
does exist, however, on the relevance of several other institutional conditions. For example, the existence of an
independent, competent, merit-based bureaucracy and adequate levels of security and confidence in the legal
system have been found to be associated with higher levels of development. These conditions have generally not
existed in much of Latin America.
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CHAPTER

Development in Latin America, 1950–1980:
The Price of the Democratic Deficit
The economic depression of the 1930s ravaged the international export markets for the raw
materials that had been the cornerstone of Latin America’s national economies since colonial times. Abruptly cut off from their sources of foreign exchange, the governments of the
region suddenly found themselves unable to import the capital goods and manufactured
products upon which their development depended. In response to this challenge, attempts
were made to locally produce what had previously been imported. The National Financial
Board in Mexico and the Corporation to Promote Production in Chile were among the state
agencies created in the 1930s that gave impetus to new industrialization policies, which
responded to the crisis in the primary product export model. A shift away from this model
began in Mexico and the larger South American economies in the 1930s, then spread to
Central American countries in the late 1950s as they embarked on a process of subregional
integration. As a result of these economic efforts, states also became more active in the
processes of development and social protection.
The initial work of the United Nations Economic Commission on Latin America and the
Caribbean (ECLAC), under the leadership of Argentine economist Raúl Prebisch, provided
an intellectual rationale for these policies. A new strategy that aimed to generate “growth
from within” entailed a variety of tariff, fiscal, exchange rate, and credit instruments that
were financed and implemented by the state to favor the industrial sector. At the same
time, new social classes created by the industrialization process voiced demands for urban
development, public education, health services, and social security arrangements. These
could only be answered by social policies and public services also funded by the state. In
this way, the state became a central actor in development, with a large bureaucracy that absorbed a growing amount of resources. Ministries of planning—the institutional outcome
of this state-led development model—were created in order to coordinate the rational allocation of public investment resources.
Three major ideological currents converged in this post–World War II development
model: a distrust of markets, influenced by the experiences of the Great Depression and
wartime supply disruptions; the economic theories of John Maynard Keynes; and the influence of socialism.
The resulting state-led development model changed formerly rural societies into more
urbanized ones, with rapidly growing cities and industrial sectors. Annual growth in the region between 1950 and 1970 averaged 5 percent. Despite extraordinary population growth,
almost every country managed to double per capita income. But the enormous historical
inequities in Latin American societies did not diminish; urban growth improved the stan-

2
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In relation to the equity, depth, and sustainability of economic growth, the role of politics is best viewed as structural and long term in nature. This chapter briefly reviews the
relationship between politics and growth over two major periods: between the end of World
War II and the economic crises of the 1980s, and the years since—the “post-1980s”—when
countries adopted significant economic reforms in response to these crises.
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dard of living of only a portion of the population. Slow growth in exports; insatiable demand
for imported capital goods; discrimination against export commodities; and the extensive
public, economic, and social role of the state contributed to significant imbalances in public sector finances and in the balance of payments. The effects of the 1971 devaluation of
the U.S. dollar and the oil-price shocks in the middle of that decade finally made it clear
that the state-led, import-substitution model was no longer sustainable. With a high level
of international financial liquidity, fed by recycled earnings from the export of higher-priced
petroleum, Latin American countries borrowed heavily in an effort to conserve the status
quo. They accumulated large external debts in the process, creating the conditions for the
debt crisis of the 1980s and changing the development paradigm.
The crisis in the traditional development model can be attributed to three major imbalances: (1) a growing trade deficit aggravated by excessive protectionism, a narrow export
base, and distorted incentives; (2) deterioration in fiscal balances, brought on by the growing responsibilities of the state and the endemic weakness of its resources; and (3) rampant inflation triggered by the monetization of fiscal deficits. There is little doubt that the
state-led model placed excessive faith in the capacity and neutrality of the state’s role in the
development process. Based on the idea that development was largely a technical matter,
it was implicitly assumed that the design and implementation of countries’ development
policies simply required the growth and strengthening of the state or some of its essential
components. To some extent, these same assumptions guided the development orientation
of the so-called Asian tigers in recent decades. But while the Asian economies sustained
high rates of growth and transformed themselves into industrial economies, the Latin
American economies failed to take off. Aside from broad differences in the economic and
industrial policies followed by the two regions, there is another, political and institutional,
explanation consistent with the focus of this book.
The state in Latin America has been historically characterized by structural weaknesses
that have left it little ability to play its assigned role. In the most successful Asian countries,
the state’s autonomy in relation to particular interests, as well as its strength, has been
nurtured by centuries of bureaucratic tradition (in China and Japan) or the legacy of colonial
administrations (Malaysia, Singapore, and even South Korea under U.S. occupation). These
histories have created an effective, relatively autonomous state apparatus capable of acting
independently from narrow group interests.
The situation in most Latin American countries is significantly different. The structural
weakness that characterizes states in the region is caused by two principal factors: (1) an
inadequate tax base, caused by the historical absence of a redistributional pact subscribed
to by the highest income groups, and (2) the capture of tax resources—and the public
sector apparatus itself—by private interests with disproportionate political and economic
power. Throughout the period 1950–1980, most countries experienced a kind of privatization of the state as its central resources were captured by special interest groups that
included political parties; economic groups, trade unions, and associations; local and regional groups; and, in extreme cases, strongmen, dictators, and their associates (Chehabi
and Linz, 1998).
Thus, the differences between the industrialization policies of Asian and Latin American
countries lie both in the quality of their implementation and in their design. Latin American

•

The bitterness of the political-ideological conflicts in most countries between capitalism and socialism, and between economic liberalism and different forms of authoritarian populism. These conflicts continued in at least half of the countries in the
hemisphere into the late 1970s, and in some cases expressed themselves in the form
of armed insurgent movements. Such struggles offered little capacity to build a consensus behind common national objectives. Instead, society was often under the threat of
a radical redistribution or wholesale change of power.
The persistence of poverty and inequality, despite the significant progress associated
with the economic growth of the period 1950–1980. Slow growth in productivity and a
concentrated distribution of assets in the agrarian sector encouraged an exodus from
rural areas. Despite heavy state subsidization, the level of industrial expansion was
insufficient to productively absorb all the migrants to urban centers.
The application of a national security doctrine that emphasized the maintenance of
social and political order and limited the scope of dissent, reinforcing the historical
authoritarian tendencies in many countries.

•

•

3

The notable exceptions are Costa Rica, Chile, and Uruguay, which developed more institutionalized legal systems.
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bureaucracies have been hampered by their political incapacity to override private interests
and establish proactive market regulation mechanisms, such as controlling monopolistic
tendencies and eliminating barriers to entry. The absence of such capacity also explains the
clientelistic public employment and budgetary practices, in which these resources of the
state are used primarily for the purposes of building and maintaining bases of political support rather than for promoting the broader public good. In the 1950–1980 period, states became highly centralized, bloated, and captured—features that proved detrimental to their
ability to effectively implement sound development policies. Authoritarian interventions in
response to political crises often entailed the relinquishing of government control to the
armed forces, but this usually failed to strengthen or rationalize government structures, or
to imbue them with relative autonomy. The military acted in the role of guarantor of stability and political order, but it was unable or unwilling in most cases to act as an impartial
referee between different societal forces and interests, and often introduced interests that
hijacked the state’s orientation away from ensuring the public good.
If a conclusion can be drawn from the experience of this period, it is that effective development promotion depends as much on the neutrality and capacity of the state as on
the technical rationale and specific design of its policies (IDB, 2006). State characteristics
that foster development could not be achieved in the political environment that prevailed
during the period. Few countries made progress toward constructing a secure, democratic
rule of law,3 essential for achieving a reasonable level of independence from special interests and bolstering confidence in the political and legal systems. Such confidence is
particularly critical to savings and productive long-term investment, both domestic and
international. Instead, the period’s legacy is political instability and institutional weakness,
caused by three main factors:

Political and Economic Transformations in 1980–2005 and
the Persistent Democratic Deficit
Beginning in the late 1970s, a process of dramatic and far-reaching transformation—the
movement from authoritarian to democratic regimes—was initiated in parallel with economic reforms that significantly changed the previously state-centered and protectionist
development model. Despite economic reforms’ profound impact on states, little attention
was paid to ensuring that the political and institutional requisites for their successful and
sustained implementation were present. Similar to the previous period, reform design was
treated as a technical problem rather than one inherently related to the institutional and
political features of the processes through which such reforms were to be adopted and
implemented (IDB, 2006).
Since the late 1970s, Latin America has also undergone a series of political changes
that have displaced the old models of noninclusive governance, whether espoused and
practiced by military-led governments, revolutionary movements, or civilian authoritarian
governments under the tutelage of traditional parties. This period witnessed a movement
toward democracy that was broader, more deeply engrained, and longer lasting than any
in the region’s history. In addition, the foundations were set and expectations raised for
further citizen mobilization and organization, which presented new risks. In the past, democratic rule was established only in some countries for brief periods, or under conditions
that limited political power to a small portion of the population. After the late 1970s, the
reality became quite different. At present, cross-national indexes of civil and political rights
show levels in the Latin American region that compare favorably with other regions of the
world and approach those of high-income countries (Figure 1.1).
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Most countries in the region have been characterized by a “democratic deficit” that has
occasionally been manifested in the phenomena of authoritarianism, clientelism, populism, corruption, and the capture of institutions and public policies by special interests.
These phenomena have resulted in state actions that discourage efficient working markets,
instead promoting rent-seeking behavior and speculation. At the same time, they have
contributed to “a policy-making process in which the policies do not reflect the processing
and aggregation of the demands of the majority of citizens but rather lead to the exclusion
of broad sectors of society from the benefits of growth” (IDB, 2003).
The region’s chronic democratic deficit has contributed to the noninclusive nature of its
development (Iglesias, 2004). Despite experiencing reasonable economic growth between
1950 and the mid-1970s, countries in the region generally failed to become more socially
cohesive, with lower levels of inequality and a broader sharing of economic opportunities.
The inadequate relationship between the state and its citizens is a key reason for persistent political instability, and the consequent disincentives for savings and investment that
have limited the possibilities of sustained growth. Thus, key factors impeding sustainable
and equitable development in Latin America have been the ineffectiveness of the state in
(1) regulating and promoting market growth, (2) providing evenhanded representation of
citizen interests in the state’s market interventions, and (3) providing public services.

Figure 1.1 Evolution of Civil and Political Rights, 1972–2004
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Note: EA = East Asia and Pacific; ECA = Europe and Central Asia; HIC = high-income countries; LAC =
Latin America and the Caribbean; MNA = Middle East and North Africa; SAS = South Asia; SSA = SubSaharan Africa.

Democratization has entailed a real redistribution of political power. First, political
rights and freedoms have advanced enormously, allowing free and competitive elections to
become an important factor in the political process. Competitive electoral processes have
given the majority of citizens the ability to hold elected governments accountable—at least
in the blunt sense of being able to vote them out of office. Power has been redistributed
and democratized in geographic terms, thanks to its widespread decentralization in subnational regions and municipalities. In many countries, ethnic minorities and women are
represented at much higher levels than in previous decades and are more actively involved
in the political process.
Free elections, though necessary, are an insufficient condition for democracy to function and respond effectively to the expectations of the majority. It is also essential to develop an intermediation process to translate the popular electoral mandate into policies
and programs that are responsive to the will of citizens but do not overlook the need to
objectively assess the nature of social problems and verify the viability and likely effectiveness of proposed policy changes. This process of aggregating individual preferences and
expectations and resolving conflicting interests is affected by the structure of intermediate
institutions such as political parties, legislative bodies, electoral rules, and civil society
organizations. It is in these institutions that many of the region’s democracies still face
important limitations.
The weakness of such institutions, as well as of judicial and accountability agencies, is
a key factor in the region’s continued political instability. This weakness also contributes to
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According to the criteria developed in Mainwaring, Brinks, and Pérez-Liñán (2001) for distinguishing democratic,
semidemocratic, and nondemocratic regimes: over the twentieth century, Costa Rica experienced 98 years of
democracy, Uruguay, 78, and Chile, 75.
Among this group are the nations of Brazil (with 34 years of democratic government and 37 of semidemocratic
government) and Argentina (with 19 and 48 years, respectively).
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the precarious standing of several democratically elected leaders, the recurrent appeal of
populism, the viability of clientelistic networks, and the growing influence of spontaneous
social protest movements in some countries. Constructing stable institutions that can intermediate between citizen preferences and public policy, inspiring new confidence in legal
and political institutions, is now the central challenge necessary for the consolidation and
deepening of democracy in the region.
The prospects for such institutional stability are likely to be affected by the nature
of the institutions and practices inherited from past experience. Thus, an analysis of
countries’ relative progress in advancing democracy can be facilitated by categorizing
democratic transitions according to whether they represent a “recovery of democracy,” the
“resumption of processes of constructing democracy,” or the “initiation of processes of
constructing democracy.” Prior to their authoritarian periods, only a few countries, such
as Chile and Uruguay, experienced considerable advancement toward democratic rule and
the development of effective representative institutions.4 In the largest group of countries, where the democratic tradition was not deeply rooted, recent changes constitute
the resumption of democratization efforts that had been halted by recurrent or prolonged
authoritarian interventions.5 In the other group—including Guatemala, Nicaragua, and El
Salvador—the move toward democracy was, for practical purposes, initiated with the recent
regime transitions.
The recent spread of democracy has taken place amid an adverse economic climate in
which the majority of the population has perceived—and received—few concrete improvements in their living standards. The new democratic regimes have faced bouts of recession
or sluggish growth, along with external economic shocks that have overpowered their ability to meet citizen expectations. As shown in Table 1.1, in a 25-year period marked by the
debt crisis and economic reforms, most of the countries in the region have grown very little,
and this growth has tended to be erratic. Poverty has not been significantly reduced in most
cases, and in some cases, social inequalities have even increased. This situation is in stark
contrast with the post–World War II history of democratization in many developed countries
such as West Germany, Austria, Japan, and Spain, in which regime change coincided with
cycles of robust growth and reduced poverty. In many of these developed countries, basic
agreements in the areas of political power sharing, social welfare, and fiscal reform were
reached at similar points in time and were therefore mutually reinforcing.
Aside from difficult initial conditions, the economic reform efforts overemphasized
reducing the size and role of the state while overlooking the inherent interrelationship
between the workings of the political system and the functioning of the public sector. An
analysis of successful cases makes it clear that in order to build effective democracy and
competitive markets—and fight against poverty and inequality—a capable, neutral, and
fiscally endowed state is needed. In addition to concentrating state activities on those

Table 1.1. Economic Growth, 1980–2004

Argentina

1.01

0.03

0.77

–2.52

1.30

2.04

Bolivia

1.01

0.05

0.86

–1.55

1.18

1.30

Brazil

1.13

0.53

0.95

–0.49

1.19

1.32

Chile

2.30

3.69

1.26

2.33

1.83

4.75

Colombia

1.33

1.24

1.21

1.94

1.10

0.71

Costa Rica

1.34

1.30

0.95

–0.51

1.42

2.71

Dominican Rep.

1.71

2.36

1.05

0.51

1.62

3.80

Ecuador

1.07

0.28

1.04

0.37

1.03

0.21

El Salvador

1.13

0.55

0.86

–1.53

1.32

2.17

Guatemala

0.97

–0.12

0.86

–1.46

1.13

0.93

Honduras

0.99

–0.06

0.94

–0.58

1.05

0.35

Mexico

1.16

0.64

0.98

–0.21

1.18

1.30

Nicaragua

0.68

–1.69

0.64

–4.35

1.05

0.40

Panama

1.31

1.18

0.87

–1.35

1.50

3.18

Paraguay

0.92

–0.37

0.97

–0.27

0.94

–0.45

Peru

0.98

–0.08

0.73

–3.11

1.35

2.32

Uruguay

1.14

0.57

0.93

–0.67

1.22

1.54

Venezuela

0.82

–0.87

0.86

–0.52

0.95

–0.38

Latin American
average

1.17

0.51

0.93

–0.83

1.24

1.57

China

6.67

8.60

2.09

7.67

3.18

9.32

France

1.46

1.66

1.22

2.04

1.19

1.37

India

2.44

3.96

1.44

3.74

1.69

4.14

Indonesia

2.27

3.63

1.55

4.49

1.46

2.97

Malaysia

2.23

3.55

1.36

3.13

1.64

3.88

South Korea

3.88

6.07

2.02

7.28

1.92

5.15

Spain

1.75

2.46

1.28

2.53

1.36

2.42

Thailand

3.04

4.96

1.80

6.04

1.69

4.13

United Kingdom

1.65

2.20

1.27

2.43

1.30

2.03

United States

1.62

2.12

1.26

2.30

1.29

1.99

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from World Development Indicators online (World Bank, 2005).
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Moving Ahead: The Centrality of Politics and Institutions
In their examination of the principal reasons for Latin America’s progressive economic
decline—relative to several other world regions—Beato and Vives (2005) identify one of the
principal reasons as the absence of a basic social consensus to enable policy continuity
across governments and over time. Countries have repeatedly bounced between mutually
exclusive ideological paradigms, producing volatility in the rules of the game. Two starkly
contrasting, but mistaken, perspectives have particularly impeded the reaching of a broader
consensus on approaches to development. On the one hand, phenomena that are actually
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functions that require its involvement, priority must be placed on making the state itself
stronger and more effective.
In terms of the state’s relationship to its citizens, the fundamental requirements for
establishing an effective rule of law are still absent in many countries. Justice is neither impartial nor trusted, access is impeded or denied to large portions of the population, and the
judicial system is incapable of providing legal protections such as safeguarding the exercise
of rights and obligations and controlling illegal behavior enough to limit growing incidents
of crime and threats to public safety. The limited redistributional capacity of the state is
witnessed in the inadequate provision of basic social services, including those that would
enable citizens to productively take part in both the economic and political system.
The relationship between the state and the market changed significantly with the economic reforms implemented in recent decades. Market sectors opened that had been previously dominated by inefficient state monopolies. However, the expansion of the market’s
role has often not been accompanied by the establishment of regulatory structures needed
to foster competition and protect consumer interests. In addition, the process of market
liberalization has in many cases been driven and shaped by organized interests with a
particular stake in the outcome of the reform process rather than guided by broader societal interests. The absence of institutional mechanisms for consensus building has made
it difficult to forge long-term national development strategies that would enable policies
to be more sustainable and comprehensive. In many countries, fiscal reforms have also
failed to advance as needed to sufficiently broaden the tax base and spread the tax burden
more equitably. Together with other constraints, this has hobbled the government’s capacity to invest in human capital and infrastructure, expand markets, and create the positive
economic and social externalities essential for attracting greater private investment and
creating an efficient market.
The nature of the relationship of the state to its citizens and the market is dependent
on the capacity of the public administration to formulate and implement policies. In this
regard, the development of a more effective state has been limited, given that public administration reforms over the past two decades have generally been aimed at paring back
the state’s size and budget in response to fiscal crises, rather than embodying deeper
transformations of organizational and management structures and policies. It is important
to note that most countries still lack a stable, competent, well-motivated, and merit-based
civil service, which is the basis of an effective public sector.

6

The use of the term “second generation” has engendered some controversy. Some experts disagree with the implicit message that the effort to reform institutions should be subsequent to, or in any way secondary to, neoliberal, market-oriented economic reforms. Others oppose the neoliberal approach (e.g., “Washington consensus”)
and decline to adopt a terminology that associates support for institutional reforms with the backing of these
economic policies.
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failures of the political system, such as the continuation of poverty and the concentration
of the benefits of growth, have been attributed to market failures. Placing the blame on the
market has hindered appropriate public interventions to distribute the benefits of growth
and has fed an antimarket fundamentalism, manifested in recurrent episodes of populism.
The other extreme has been to blame the state for interventions that resulted in market
distortions when, in fact, it has often been the capture of the state by private interests that
has resulted in ineffective state interactions with or participation in the markets. Thus, one
extreme holds that there has been too much state intervention and the other, too much
market, when an objective examination would show that in development terms, the region
has needed better, stronger states and better, stronger markets.
The largely disappointing results of the first round of reforms make it clear that macroeconomic reforms alone are not sufficient to create dynamic market economies. The complex task of transforming economies in formerly communist states plainly demonstrates
that market economies require solid institutional foundations. Broad-based, deep-rooted
institutional reforms are essential in order to meet the key requirements of development:
solid financial systems, competitive markets, legal predictability, property rights protection,
effective investment in infrastructure, and steady advances in workforce skill and productivity. Rules governing competition and transactions in diverse markets need to be put in
place at the same time that the effectiveness, professionalism, and neutrality of the regulatory agencies and courts required to enforce and adjudicate them need to be assured. Tax
systems must be reformed to make them more encompassing, effective, and economically
neutral. In addition, the state has to administer the use of available resources to guarantee the effective supply of infrastructure and equal access to quality education and health
services.
However, because of their very nature, these institutional reforms—referred to as “second generation” reforms by some observers6—are considerably more complex and difficult
to implement than the typical macroeconomic measures adopted in response to the public
financial crises of the 1980s and early 1990s (Naím, 1995; Graham and Naím, 1998). Raising
taxes, reducing state subsidies, eliminating price controls, lowering public sector wages,
and reducing trade tariffs could be accomplished in some cases by executive decree and in
others by legislative approval of a single bill. On the other hand, enhancing the management of public sector institutions, creating a more independent and effective judiciary, and
establishing regulatory frameworks usually involves coordination and agreement among a
wide array of public institutions and societal actors, as well as a series of legislative and
bureaucratic actions over a long period.
Clearly, much is at stake for society in the creation of regulatory frameworks, the redesign of service delivery systems, and the restructuring of public sector institutions. Such
changes inevitably entail taking on powerful interests, and privileging certain social groups
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or interests to the disadvantage of others. If the benefits of institutional change end up
being overly concentrated on relatively narrow interests, then larger societal groups—such
as consumers, workers, and entrepreneurs—will suffer. For instance, administrative reforms
of the public sector—such as enhancing governmental transparency, controlling corruption, and establishing a professional civil service—require incumbent politicians to relinquish instruments of power and to open up their conduct and decisions to more intense
public scrutiny.
Thus, it is clear that politics matters in the process of creating, implementing, and
sustaining sound institutions and adopting public policies that work to the benefit of all
citizens. More precisely, however, it is the quality of democracy that matters. Not only is
the exercise of democratic freedoms and civil rights intrinsically valuable in expanding the
range of possibilities and choices open to citizens, it is also instrumental in identifying
and conceptualizing citizen needs and building the policies and institutions that will most
effectively address them (Sen, 1999). Thus, contrary to a line of thinking prevalent in the
past, the task of building a legitimate, representative, and effective democratic system is
not something that can be put on hold until there is an adequate level of development.
Rather, given its indispensability to strengthening institutions and implementing efficient
and sustainable public policies, a well-functioning democracy seems to be a necessary
condition for equitable and sustainable development.
Market institutions are necessarily embedded in a set of nonmarket political institutions (Rodrik, 2000). Efficient market institutions would appear to require democratic political institutions that can ensure that fair and efficient rules are created, and that these rules
are evenhandedly and consistently enforced and adjudicated. Suitable and efficient market
institutions must be well adapted to the particular social, economic, historical, and cultural
conditions and needs of a given country. Given the impossibility of universal blueprints,
the creation and maintenance of institutions depends upon broad and effective citizen
participation through well-developed representative institutions. In light of this reasoning,
democratic political institutions can be viewed as “meta-institutions” underlying the larger
grouping of institutions that support a market economy. As stated in IDB (2000): “Politics
exercises its greatest impact on development through its effect on institutions. The logic
is clear: if politics matter for institutions, and institutions matter for development, politics
must matter for development.”
Thus, the effective practice of democracy would appear to be the basis of creating an effective public sector and establishing a legal framework propitious for social and economic
development. The adoption of effective, fair, and sustainable public policies; the efficient
and fair allocation of public resources; and the effective delivery of public services depend
on the existence of representative institutions that take the preferences and interests of
citizens into account. Public policies need to be adopted and implemented in a way that
fully considers the views of diverse civil society organizations, without falling captive to
any particular group or narrow set of interests. This requires that citizens and civil society
organizations have opportunities to express their preferences and influence decision making, and that representative institutions have the capacity to effectively aggregate these
preferences into consensual policies with broad bases of social support. Public decisions
adopted in this manner are not only efficient—in their responsiveness to the preferences
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and needs of society—they are also more likely to benefit from legitimacy, social compliance, and sustainability over time.
Much attention has been paid to examining the economic reforms adopted by countries in the region over the past two decades. Such considerations have generated a lively
and impassioned debate about the adequacy and appropriateness of the “neoliberal” thrust
of much of the economic reforms. In contrast, few attempts have been made to study, in a
systematic and broadly comparative manner, the political reforms of the period or to assess the extent to which they hold the possibility for reducing the governance problems
plaguing the region’s democracies. What are the major regional reform trends in respect to
different political institutions? What are the likely effects of these changes on the functioning of democracy? What do past reforms suggest about the types of political reforms most
needed in the near future? The chapters that follow provide at least partial and contingent
answers to these questions.
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The Effects of Presidential
Election Systems on
Democratic Governability
A key feature of presidential democracies is the separate election of the head of government and legislature. With one partial exception, this basic criterion was fulfilled during the
entire period of this study by all 18 of the Latin American countries reviewed.1
The separate selection process, basis of authority, and governing responsibilities of
the executive and legislative branches of presidential governments imply a greater probability of conflict between them than is usually found in parliamentary regimes. Whether
this inherent tension can be effectively managed depends, in part, on the methods used for
electing the chief executive and legislators.
In the past 25 years, this conflict has not just been a matter for theoretical discussion.
Efforts to overcome the impasse in dealings between the two branches have occasionally
resulted in the usurpation of lawmaking powers by the executive branch through the making of extraconstitutional decrees. In more extreme cases, the executive has shut down
congress or resorted to popular referenda in order to rewrite the constitution so as to
bolster its power. In other cases, the standoff between the branches has been addressed by
congressional actions to curb presidential powers or remove cabinet ministers—or to even
impeach the president. Sometimes institutional governance problems have spilled out into
the street, with massive social protests forcing presidents from office (Hochstetler, 2006;
Pérez-Liñan, 2005).
In sum, if the methods for electing presidents and legislative representatives have an
influence on power distribution in the legislature, and on parties’ incentives to enter into
1

In Bolivia, citizens vote to elect both the president and legislative representatives. However, the constitution
stipulates that if no candidate obtains an absolute majority in the first round, then the congress makes the
final selection by choosing between the two candidates with the most votes. Before a 1994 reform, the congress
decided among the top three finishers from the first round. The 2005 election was the first election since the
democratic transition of 1985 in which the second round was not necessary.
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coalitions, these methods can play a vital role in affecting democratic governability. On the
other hand, given the record described above, it is important to keep in mind that elections
have not always been decisive in shaping the balance of power between the branches, and
terms of office have not only been fixed by the electoral calendar (Chasquetti, 2001).
The electoral processes for the two branches are clearly not independent if the elections
are held at the same time. Inevitably, the direct election of the head of government in a
winner-take-all formula affects voter choices and party strategies in the legislative elections.
Given that in a presidential race there can be only one winner, voters are constrained to
choose among individual candidates who have a viable chance of winning. Smaller parties
with little chance of winning by themselves have an incentive to band together and nominate a single candidate. Thus, when elections for the two branches are held on the same
day, fewer parties are likely to receive significant shares of the vote in legislative elections.
This is because many voters will hold to the “coattails” of their preferred presidential candidate by voting for legislative candidates or lists from the same party (Shugart and Carey,
1992).
Electoral systems influence the effectiveness of democratic governance in many ways.
First, the legitimacy accorded an incumbent president is shaped by the president’s apparent
scope of victory, which is influenced by the election method used. Second, the interaction
of the methods used for electing presidents and legislators affects the extent of party fragmentation and the percentage of the congressional seats controlled by the chief executive’s
party. Both of these factors affect the ability of presidents to obtain legislative support for
their policy initiatives. Through its effect on the number of parties able to obtain representation in the legislature, the electoral system also influences the fairness of political
representation.
This chapter will examine the influence of the system used for electing the president
on the operation of democracy. The subsequent chapter will examine the influence of rules
governing the election of legislators. Given the interactions between the two electoral processes, this chapter will also consider the matter of their timing and, in general, how the effects of presidential election systems may vary depending on the different methods chosen
for electing legislative representatives.
Two related factors that will also be examined in this chapter are the length of the chief
executive’s term of office, and the matter of whether or not presidents can be reelected.
Shorter terms of presidential office allow more frequent turnover and validation of popular
support, and thus may alleviate the problem of the formal rigidity associated with presidential regimes (see Chapter 4). If a president loses all popular support and is rendered ineffective, there is less time to endure before someone else can be elected with a fresh mandate.
However, short terms also limit the scope of the “honeymoon period” when the president is
likely to be most effective in implementing major policy reforms.
Reelection presents both potential advantages and risks for democratic governability.
First, accountability to citizens may be encouraged, since presidents’ success in the next
election is likely to depend on what they accomplish and how well they maintain the public
trust in the current term. Second, reelection enhances electoral choice by allowing citizens
the possibility to retain a popular and effective president in office. Finally, the possibility
of reelection allows presidents to preserve congressional support longer into their term

Presidential Election Systems
In general, presidents are elected by either plurality or majority (the latter is sometimes
called a runoff, or ballotage). In plurality systems, the candidate with the most votes wins.
In majority systems, a candidate must obtain one vote more than 50 percent of the total
if a winner is to be declared in the first round. If no candidate reaches this threshold, then
a second round is held between the top two finishers from the first round. Following the
pioneering approach taken by Costa Rica in its 1949 constitution, several Latin American
countries have adopted a threshold below a majority (40 percent in Costa Rica) for a candidate to be declared the winner in the first round (Lehoucq, 2004). In this chapter, such a
system is referred to as a runoff with a reduced threshold.
Another matter is whether the president is elected directly or indirectly. Does the
popular vote directly determine the winner of the presidential contest, or do voters elect
representatives who, in turn, vote for the president? Prior to the adoption of the 1994 constitution, voters in Argentina elected delegates to an electoral college that was responsible for
choosing the president.2 In Bolivia, the congress is responsible for selecting the president if,
as is common, no candidate obtains a majority in the first round. The first Brazilian president elected in the postauthoritarian period of the 1980s was chosen by a special assembly
composed, in part, by the congress. Other than these instances, however, all the Latin
American countries in this study have elected their presidents through direct popular vote.
Other key issues related to presidential elections are their timing—relative to legislative
elections—and whether the votes for the two branches of government are linked together
on the ballot. When the presidential elections occur on the same day as the congressional
elections, they are considered concurrent, or simultaneous. Their degree of simultaneity is
even greater when the elections are not only on the same day but the elector is limited to

2

This system is similar to the one still used in the United States, where an electoral college composed of slates of
delegates from each of the 50 states elects the president. The candidate winning a plurality of the vote is generally awarded all of the delegates from the state. The candidate who obtains the vote of the majority of electoral
college delegates becomes president. It is extremely rare and in many cases illegal for delegates to vote against
the candidate who won the plurality of the vote in their state. But as seen in the U.S. presidential election in
2000, the winner-take-all, state-by-state selection of delegates (especially given the overrepresentation of underpopulated states in the electoral college) makes it possible for a candidate to win a plurality of the vote at the
national level but not be selected as president.
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periods. Without the possibility of reelection, presidents have less to offer supporters and
fewer tools with which to punish party defectors. The potential advantage cuts both ways,
however, because this extra clout can also be used by presidents to dominate their parties
and limit the degree of democracy within parties (Carey, 2003).
Considering the political history of many Latin American countries, bans on reelection
have been deemed necessary in some countries to prevent elected presidents from using
or abusing the power and resources of their position to perpetuate their terms in office.
Without adequate horizontal and vertical checks on presidential authority, such constitutional limits may be necessary to prevent the emergence of “democratic dictatorships.”

How Plurality, Majority, and Reduced-Threshold Systems
Affect Governability
The manner in which presidents are elected has both direct and indirect effects on their
legitimacy. A president’s level of popular legitimacy is directly affected by the margin of the
president’s electoral victory. For example, a president who receives 60 percent of the votes
in the first round, with a large advantage over all competitors, initiates his or her mandate
with greater popular legitimacy and political backing than one who reaches power with a
fairly small percentage of the vote, such as 30 percent. Election on the basis of a small percentage of the total vote can make it difficult for the elected president to govern effectively,
and may lead to stalemate.
Whether the election is decided by plurality, majority, or some lower threshold does
not directly affect the share of the votes received by the first-place candidate in the initial
voting round. Rather, the results of the first round are related to the number of parties
and candidates participating, as well as to circumstantial factors such as party strategies
that influence the number of candidates competing and the popular appeal of individual
candidates. The runoff system is designed to amplify the apparent mandate of the elected

3

4

There is no law that requires presidential and legislative elections to be held simultaneously. In 2003, legislative elections were held a few months after the presidential election, at different times in different provinces.
However, in 2005 all the provinces held legislative elections on the same day.
Given the eight-year term of senators, only one-half of the upper house is elected every four years.
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one vote that signifies his or her preference for both the presidential candidate and a legislative candidate or list from the same party. When the elector is able to vote for a presidential candidate of one party and a legislative candidate or list of another party (voto cruzado in
Spanish), then the link between the elections is somewhat weaker.
The simultaneity of the two elections can be complete or partial. It is complete when
the elections for president and the legislature are always held on the same day. It is partial
when a portion of the legislative body is elected during the term of a sitting president. In
Argentina, for example, half of the lower house and one-third of the senate are elected two
years into the four-year presidential term.3 The degree of simultaneity is even less when
there are varying term lengths for both the presidency and legislature, meaning that elections are only rarely held at the same time. For example, until a 2005 reform reduced the
presidential term from six to four years, presidential and congressional elections in Chile
were set to coincide only once every 12 years. With the reform, the four-year election cycle
of the legislature now coincides with that of the president.4
A number of different rules govern reelections. The most restrictive forbids a president
from being reelected at any point after having served one term of office. Another, more lenient, rule allows reelection, but only after the passing of a period of at least one presidential term. The least restrictive allows at least one consecutive term of office, that is, a onetime reelection. Some systems that allow immediate reelection allow another additional
term after the passing of at least one presidential term period out of office.
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president by requiring a second round if no candidate receives a sufficient proportion of
first-round votes. The second round guarantees that the president is ultimately elected with
a majority of the vote, regardless of how small a share of the vote he or she received in the
first round.
Thus, the runoff system would appear to directly increase the popular legitimacy of an
elected president, at least when the leading candidate received one-third of the vote or less
in the first round. However, a second-round majority vote is unlikely to provide a mandate
equivalent to that bestowed on a president who won on the basis of a majority, or even
somewhat less than a majority, in the first round. In the runoff, many people who vote for
the winning candidate do so only because they see him or her as the lesser of two evils.
The “manufactured” majority in the second round may alleviate, but usually does not solve,
the problem of legitimacy for minority presidents. Nevertheless, considering only the direct
effects, it seems that the majority runoff system bolsters the president’s mandate to govern
without any obvious costs. A majority runoff system, however, has indirect effects that may
result in a president being elected with a weaker mandate, and with less legislative support,
than would have been the case in a plurality system.
As mentioned above, if the elections are simultaneous, the presidential contest tends
to narrow the field of parties competing for legislative seats. The extent of this effect depends on the system used for electing the president and the closeness of the link on the
ballot between the elections for the two branches. In the plurality system, in which the
candidate with the most votes in the first and only round wins, there is an incentive for
parties (especially small- and medium-sized ones) to seek alliances or organize coalitions
before the election, and for voters to focus their votes on those candidates and parties with
a viable chance of winning. Given coattail effects, if the number of candidates and parties
contending for the presidency is constrained, it is likely that the number of parties and party
coalitions obtaining seats in the legislature will also be limited. In majority runoff systems,
however, there are weaker incentives for parties to coalesce before the first-round election,
since there are potentially two winners and the contest is unlikely to decide who will become president. Even relatively small parties have an incentive to put forth a presidential
candidate, since this will improve their chances of winning legislative seats, and since a
strong finish will enhance their bargaining position in relation to other candidates in the
runoff. In addition, voters are more free to express their true preference in the first round,
since they will have a second opportunity to choose among the two most viable candidates
(Shugart and Carey, 1992; Shugart, 1995; Jones, 1996).
Thus, a majority runoff can be expected to encourage a larger number of parties to
compete in the presidential race and obtain seats in the legislature than would a plurality
system. This expectation has been confirmed in a number of cross-national studies (Jones,
1999; Shugart and Carey, 1992; Shugart and Taagepera, 1994). Over time, the movement
from a plurality to a majority runoff system could, therefore, decrease democratic governability by reducing the share of the first-round vote typically received by the eventual victor,
and that victor’s partisan congressional support.
Of course, for the presidential election to limit the number of parties competing for
seats in the legislative contest, the two elections must be held on the same day. Other
things being equal, concurrent elections are likely to result in fewer parties being repre-
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sented in congress than would result from elections separated in time. In addition, concurrent elections have the direct effect of providing a larger share of congressional seats to
the president’s party. But when presidents are elected by plurality, the constraints on the
number of parties competing for, and obtaining, seats should be greater than in the case of
majority runoff systems. The constraining effects of a single-round presidential race on the
legislative contest should be even greater when the elector is restricted to a single vote for
the two branches. In that case, the coattail effects are absolute, and the share of the vote
for parties in the legislature exactly mirrors the share of votes received by the presidential
candidates of those parties.
Runoff systems with a reduced threshold, such as 40 or 45 percent, act a little more like
plurality systems in constraining the number of presidential candidates and the number
of parties gaining legislative seats. Given the greater possibility that a candidate will be
elected in the first round, parties still have some incentive to coalesce prior to the election,
and voters have to be more strategic. But if no candidate obtains this lower threshold in the
first round, the runoff provides the benefit of expanding the elected president’s mandate.
Holding congressional election rules constant, Table 2.1 shows the expected effects of
(1) the timing of the elections for the two branches and (2) the type of presidential election system. A plurality
system combined with
concurrent presidential
Table 2.1. Tendency toward Party System
Concentration among Different Presidential
and legislative elections
Election Systems
is expected to lead to the
greatest degree of party
concentration. The most
Concurrent
Not concurrent
fragmented political adPlurality
1
3
ministration would be
Runoff with reduced
2
4
expected to arise in the
threshold
context of a majority runMajority runoff
4
6
off system with nonconSource: Authors’ compilation.
current elections.
Note: A score of one means the most concentrated outcome, six
The theoretical exthe least concentrated. Majority-runoff-with-concurrent-election
systems are considered to have the same effects on party system
pectation that plurality
concentration as runoff-with-reduced-threshold and nonconcurrent
or runoff-with-reducedelection systems, and so are given the same score.
threshold systems are
more inclined to promote
effective democratic governance and stability may not always hold true in practice. For example, if party systems are
ideologically polarized and fragmented, parties may be disinclined to coalesce prior to the
first round. Thus, a presidential candidate representing an extreme segment of a polarized
political spectrum may be elected with a small share of the vote, but attempt to govern as a
majority president. The election by majority in the second round would impede the election
of the candidate who is furthest from the political center. In addition, in a fragmented system in which the winner of the first round typically obtains 30 percent of the vote or less, a
runoff may be necessary to provide the president-elect with some basic level of legitimacy.

Countries with midterm elections are set apart, since they combine concurrent elections for
the executive and legislative branches with another, nonconcurrent, legislative election. If a
plurality system is used, the concurrent presidential and legislative election should restrain
the proliferation of parties. However, the nonconcurrent legislative election may provide
opportunities for small parties to compete more effectively and gain representation.
The efficiency of governmental policy making may also be impeded for two additional
reasons. First, the holding of an election that is not linked to the presidential outcome logically increases the probability that the president’s party will lack a majority in the congress.
In fact, the history of such elections suggests that opposition parties often gain ground
as voters take the opportunity to protest the performance of the incumbent government.
Second, the honeymoon period for elected governments is likely to be shortened, since in
the period leading up to such elections the legislative blocs of the opposition parties, and
even the governing party, are more likely to refrain from supporting politically controversial
legislative initiatives. The positive side of midterm elections, however, is that they provide
another opportunity for voters to hold the executive and the legislative representatives accountable for their performance.

Latin American Presidential Election Systems
Of the 18 countries in this study, five (Honduras, Mexico, Panama, Paraguay, and Venezuela)
elect presidents using a plurality system. Nine countries employ a majority runoff system
(Table 2.2). In one of these (Bolivia), the second round takes place in the congress. The other
four countries (Argentina, Costa Rica, Nicaragua, and Ecuador) set a lower threshold for a
candidate to be elected in the first round.
In Argentina, the winner of the first round becomes president if he or she has obtained
either 45 percent of the valid votes, or 40 percent of the valid votes and at least a 10 percent advantage over the nearest competitor. In Costa Rica, the threshold is 40 percent, a
level sufficiently low to have enabled first-round victories for every elected president from
the adoption of the 1949 constitution until 2002, when a second round was necessary. As a
result of a 1999 constitutional reform, Nicaragua now has a threshold of 40 percent, or 35
percent and at least a 5 percent advantage over the nearest competitor. In Ecuador, an absolute majority—or at least 45 percent of the vote and an advantage of 10 percent or more
over the second-place finisher—is required. This threshold represents only a slight deviation from an absolute majority runoff system.
Six countries changed the formula used for electing presidents during the period of
study. Colombia, the Dominican Republic, and Uruguay changed from a plurality to a majority runoff system, and Argentina and Nicaragua changed from a plurality system to a runoff
with a reduced threshold. Nicaragua changed its system from a plurality to a runoff with a
threshold of 45 percent in 1995, then reduced the threshold further in 1999. The only country
that changed in the reverse direction was Ecuador, which went from a majority runoff system to a majority with a slightly reduced threshold. The second reform in Nicaragua, which
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Midterm Legislative Elections and Governability

Table 2.2. Systems Used for Electing the President

Argentina

Runoff with
reduced
Year of
threshold Plurality change Description of change
1994

From plurality to runoff with a 45%,
40%, and 10% advantage over the
nearest competitor; also, from indirect to direct

X1

1990

Instead of choosing among the top
three finishers in the first round, the
congress chooses between only the
top two in the runoff

Brazil

X

1988

From indirect to direct

Chile

X

Colombia

X

1991

From plurality to majority runoff

1994

From plurality to majority runoff

1998

From majority runoff to runoff with

Bolivia

X

X2

Costa Rica
Dominican
Republic

X

Ecuador

X

a reduced threshold (50% +1 or 45%
and a 10% advantage over the
nearest competitor)
El Salvador
Guatemala

X
X

Honduras

X

Mexico

X

Nicaragua

X

1995

From plurality to runoff with a
reduced threshold of 45%

1999

The threshold was further lowered
to 40%, or 35% with a 5% advantage over the nearest competitor

Panama

X

Paraguay

X
3

Peru

X

Uruguay

X

1997

Venezuela
Total

From plurality to majority runoff

X
9

4

5

Source: Authors’ compilation.
1
If no candidate obtains an absolute majority, the legislature selects a president among the candidates that
finish first and second in the first-round election.
2
The threshold is 40 percent of the votes.
3
Absolute majority was adopted as the rule for election in the 1979 constitution, but a separate article
provided that it would not apply to the 1980 election. Instead, only 33 percent of the vote was needed for
that election. If this figure was not reached, the congress was to decide among the two top finishers. As it
turned out, Fernando Belaúnde Terry received 45 percent of the vote and became president.
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Country

Majority
runoff

Table 2.3. Fragmentation of Party Systems According to
Type of Presidential Election System
Effective
number of
presidential
candidates
(first round)

Effective
number of
parties
(lower house
seats)

Argentina (1983, 1989 - 1985, 1987, 1991, 1993)

2.64

2.70

Colombia (1978, 1982, 1986, 1990 - 1991)

2.48

2.33

Dominican Republic (1978, 1982, 1986, 1990, 1994)

2.76

2.45

Honduras (1981, 1985, 1989, 1993, 1997, 2001)

2.14

2.15

Mexico (1982, 1988, 1994, 2000 - 1985, 1991, 1997, 2003)

2.50

2.37

Nicaragua (1990)

2.14

2.05

Panama (1989, 1994, 1999, 2004)

2.80

3.56

Type of election system,
country, and year
Plurality

Paraguay (1989, 1993, 1998, 2003)

2.54

2.45

Uruguay (1984, 1989, 1994)

3.23

3.18

Venezuela (1978, 1983, 1988, 1993, 1998, 2000)

2.73

3.69

Average of country averages

2.60

2.69

Average for all elections

2.60

2.70

2.84

2.98

Reduced threshold
Argentina1 (1995, 1999, 2003 - 1997, 2001)
Costa Rica (1978, 1982, 1986, 1990, 1994, 1998, 2002)

2.31

2.51

Ecuador (1998, 2002)

5.46

6.71

Nicaragua (1996, 2001)

2.25

2.39

Peru (1980)

3.23

2.46

Average of country averages

3.22

3.41

Average for all elections

2.89

3.13

(continued)
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lowered the threshold for election in the first round, made the majority system resemble a
plurality system.
Three additional reforms of a different nature were made to presidential election systems. Argentina and Brazil replaced their indirect systems with direct ones. Bolivia changed
its second-round election—decided in congress—so that only the top two finishers, rather
than the top three, are eligible for election. The overall trend of the period clearly shows a
move away from the plurality system toward a runoff system.
Tables 2.3 and 2.4 examine the extent to which theoretical expectations of different
systems’ effects on presidential elections are consistent with electoral outcomes over the
past two decades in Latin America. Table 2.3 shows that, in fact, plurality and runoff-with-

Table 2.3. (continued)
Effective
number of
parties
(lower house
seats)

Majority runoff
Bolivia2 (1980, 1985, 1989, 1993, 1997, 2002)

5.14

4.51

Brazil (1989, 1994, 1998, 2002 - 1990)

3.51

8.11

Chile3 (1989, 1993, 1999 - 1997, 2001)

2.36

5.27

Colombia (1994, 1998, 2002)

2.69

4.24

Dominican Republic (1996, 2000, 2004 - 1998, 2002)

2.89

2.52

Ecuador (1978, 1984, 1988, 1992, 1996 - 1986, 1990, 1994)

5.15

5.69

El Salvador (1984, 1989, 1994, 1999, 2004 - 1985,

2.68

3.17

1988, 1991, 1997, 2000, 2003)
Guatemala (1985, 1990, 1995, 1999, 2003 - 1994)

4.31

3.42

Peru (1985, 1990, 1995, 2000, 2001)

2.99

3.90

Uruguay (1999, 2004)

3.09

3.01

Average of country averages

3.48

4.58

Average for all elections

3.74

4.57

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Note: The format for this table is based on Shugart and Carey (1992, Table 10.2), but different data are used.
Most cases involve years in which simultaneous presidential and legislative elections were held; the listing of years when only legislative elections took place is preceded by a hyphen (e.g., Argentina); if only a
presidential election was held, the years appear in boldface (e.g., El Salvador).
1
The three candidates of the Justicialist (or Peronist) Party that ran on independent slates in the 2003 presidential elections were counted as a single slate. Had they been counted as running under separate party
tickets, the average figure for the period would have reflected a value of 4.03 instead of 2.84.
2
In Bolivia, the congress selects the president if no candidate obtains a majority in the first round.
3
For Chile, computing the effective number of parties based on coalitions rather than individual parties
would result in a much lower measure of fragmentation in the lower house (2.02).

reduced-threshold systems are associated with fewer significant candidates running for
office and fewer parties being elected to seats in the legislature. Table 2.4 shows that in
plurality and runoff-with-reduced-threshold systems, the winner of the first round averaged
very close to 50 percent of the vote, while, in majority runoff systems, the winner typically
received barely over 41 percent of the vote. In some countries, the winner averaged only
about 30 percent of the vote.
The data in these tables, however, do not rigorously test hypotheses about effects of
presidential election systems on party system fragmentation. The reason for this is that the
influence can clearly go in both directions. Countries where many parties typically compete
and present presidential candidates are precisely the ones that are most likely to adopt a
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Type of election system,
country, and year

Effective
number of
presidential
candidates
(first round)

Table 2.4. Average Share of the Vote Obtained in the First Round
by First- and Second-Place Candidates
Type of election system, country, and year

First place

Second place

Argentina (1983, 1989)

49.6

36.3

Colombia (1978, 1982, 1986, 1990)

50.9

37.0

Dominican Republic (1978, 1982, 1986, 1990, 1994)

42.8

36.9

Honduras (1981, 1985, 1989, 1993, 1997, 2001)

52.5

43.6

Mexico (1982, 1988, 1994, 2000)

54.7

24.2

Nicaragua (1990)

54.7

40.8

Panama (1989, 1994, 1999, 2004)

44.2

27.0

Paraguay (1989, 1993, 1998, 2003)

52.8

30.6

Uruguay (1984, 1989, 1994)

37.5

28.8

Venezuela (1978, 1983, 1988, 1993, 1998, 2000)

48.8

33.3

Average for all elections

48.7

33.9

Argentina (1995, 1999, 2003)

40.9

29.9

Costa Rica (1978, 1982, 1986, 1990, 1994, 1998, 2002)

49.8

42.0

Ecuador (1998, 2002)

27.8

22.0

Nicaragua (1996, 2001)

53.6

40.1

Peru (1980)

46.5

28.2

Average for all elections

45.4

35.7

29.6

22.7

Reduced threshold

Majority runoff
Bolivia1 (1980, 1985, 1989, 1993, 1997, 2002)
Brazil (1989, 1994, 1998, 2002)

46.1

24.8

Chile2 (1989, 1993, 1999)

53.7

33.9

Colombia (1994, 1998, 2002)

44.9

37.5

Dominican Republic (1996, 2000, 2004)

45.0

31.4

Ecuador (1978, 1984, 1988, 1992, 1996)

28.0

24.0

El Salvador (1984, 1989, 1994, 1999, 2004)

51.2

31.2

Guatemala (1985, 1990, 1995, 1999, 2003)

36.6

24.6

Peru (1985, 1990, 1995, 2000, 2001)

47.5

28.5

Uruguay (1999, 2004)

45.9

34.0

Average for all elections

41.5

28.1

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Note: The format for this table is based on Shugart and Carey (1992, Table 10.2), but different data are
used.
1
In Bolivia, the congress selects the president if no candidate obtains a majority in the first round.
2
The binominal election system for the legislature, along with the societal division among those for and
against the Pinochet regime, encouraged the maintenance of party coalitions on the center-left and centerright, each of which presents a single candidate for the presidency.
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Plurality

Simultaneity of Elections
In 12 of the 18 countries studied here, presidential and legislative elections are held simultaneously (Table 2.5). Of these, Brazil and Chile represent only a slight deviation, with a portion of the senate being elected on an alternating basis in a given presidential or legislative
election. In these cases, elections for the two branches are nonetheless held on the same
day. In Argentina and Mexico, the elections are partially simultaneous. In Argentina, elections for half of the lower house and one-third of the upper house are held simultaneously
with the presidential election (but see Table 2.5, note 3), while the other half of the lower

Table 2.5. Simultaneity of Presidential and Legislative Elections

Country

Simultaneous

Partially
simultaneous

Year of
Separate change

X1

Argentina

Description and direction
of change

1994

Reduction of the presidential mandate from six to four years, and
the senatorial mandate from nine
to six years; this change maintained the system as partially simultaneous, but with one rather
than two midterm elections

Bolivia

X

Brazil

X2

1994

Reduction of the presidential
mandate from five to four years
transformed the system from separate to simultaneous

Chile

X

1993

Reduction of the presidential
mandate from eight to six years
transformed the system from partially simultaneous to separate
Reduction of the presidential
mandate from six to four years
transformed the system from
separate to simultaneous

2005

(continued)
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majority runoff system. A more valid test would examine the change over time in the numerous instances when election systems either changed in one direction or another or stayed
the same. Then, if the expected changes in the number of candidates competing and parties
winning seats occur, one might have good grounds for upholding a particular hypothesis.
Given the relatively short life of the region’s democracies, along with the brief period that
has passed since most of the reforms, it is not possible to conduct such a test with the limited sample of countries studied here. However, a significant effect of presidential election
systems on the effective number of presidential candidates was found in a cross-national
empirical study examining 33 countries over a 50-year period (Jones, 1999).

Table 2.5. (continued)
Partially
simultaneous

Year of
Separate change
X3

Colombia
Costa Rica
Dominican
Republic

X

Ecuador

X

X

El Salvador

1994

In 1994, the decision to cut the
disputed term of President Joaquín
Balaguer from four to two years
while maintaining the elected
congress for four years transformed the system from simultaneous to separate

1998

Elimination of the midterm elections for provincial deputies transformed the system from partially
simultaneous to simultaneous

1999

The 1999 constitution lengthened
the president’s term from five to
six years, while legislators’ terms
remained at five years; thus, under
the reform, the presidential and
national assembly elections will
only coincide once every 30 years

X

Guatemala

X

Honduras

X
X4

Mexico
Nicaragua

X

Panama

X

Paraguay

X

Peru

X

Uruguay

X
X5

Venezuela

Total

Description and direction
of change

12

2

4

Source: Authors’ compilation.
1
Half of the lower house and one-third of the upper house are elected at the same time as the president.
(But without a change to the electoral law, the system functioned as nonsimultaneous in 2003. See footnote 3 in the text.)
2
The system is considered simultaneous since the lower house and one- or two-thirds of the senate—on an
alternating basis—are elected at the same time as the president, without any midterm elections.
3
For the whole study period, congressional elections have been held two-and-a-half months prior to the
presidential election, but in the same year.
4
The system is considered partially simultaneous because, although the presidential elections always coincide with elections for the lower and upper house, the full lower house is renewed in the middle of the
president’s term.
5
In 1998 a temporary reform moved the legislative elections to one month before the presidential elections.
Under the current (1999) constitution, the system is considered separate, since it is only once every 30 years
that a president is elected at the same time as the national assembly.
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Country

Simultaneous

Length of the Presidential Term
The length of presidential terms in the region vary between four and six years (Table 2.6).
In nine countries (Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, the Dominican Republic,
Ecuador, Guatemala, and Honduras) the president has a four-year term; in seven (Bolivia,
El Salvador, Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, and Uruguay), a five-year term; and in two
(Mexico and Venezuela), a six-year term.
Seven countries changed the length of the presidential term during the period of the
study. Five reduced the term of office, and two increased it. Several of the term reductions, however, are open to interpretation. Brazil and Argentina reduced the presidential
term from five and six years, respectively, to four years, but at the same time they established the possibility of an immediate reelection. This permits a president to potentially
remain in office for eight consecutive years. In the early 1990s, Chile reduced its presidential term from a single eight-year term to a somewhat more modest six years. Then, in
2005, it further reduced the term to four years. Guatemala reduced its presidential term
from five to four years, and Nicaragua from six to five years. Bolivia increased the term
of presidents from four to five years, and Venezuela from five to six years. With these
changes, the average length of the presidential mandate in the region was reduced from
5.1 to 4.6 years.
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house and another third of the upper house are elected midway through the presidential
term. In Mexico, the term of deputies in the lower house is three years so that one of the
elections for the whole body is simultaneous with the presidential election, but a second
election for the whole legislature is held at the midway point of the six-year presidential
term. In the remaining four countries (Colombia, the Dominican Republic, El Salvador, and
Venezuela), presidential and legislative elections rarely or never occur on the same day.
Colombia is unusual among these five because the elections for the two branches occur
in the same year in four-year cycles, but the legislative elections are held two-and-a-half
months prior to the first round of the presidential elections.
The six countries where the timing of elections has been changed during the study period do not represent an obvious regional trend in the simultaneity of elections for the two
branches. Chile, the Dominican Republic, and Venezuela shifted from systems with either
fully or partially simultaneous elections (Chile) to ones with non-coterminous cycles. Then,
in 2005, Chile moved back to simultaneous presidential and legislative elections while reducing the president’s term from six to four years. Brazil also moved from nonconcurrent
elections toward concurrent ones. With the elimination of the midterm election for legislators representing individual provinces, Ecuador transformed its system from partially simultaneous to simultaneous. In Argentina, there was a small move toward greater simultaneity.
The reduction of the presidential term from six to four years and the reduction of senatorial
terms from nine to six years maintained the partially simultaneous nature of the electoral
system, but reduced the number of midterm elections from two to one.

Table 2.6. Presidential Term Length
Current term
length

Previous term
length

Year of
change

Argentina

4

6

1994

Bolivia

5

4

1994

Brazil

4

5

1994

Chile

4

8
6

2003
2005

Colombia

4

4

Costa Rica

4

4

Dominican Republic

4

4

Ecuador

4

4

El Salvador

5

5

Guatemala

4

5

Honduras

4

4

Mexico

6

6

Nicaragua

5

6

Panama

5

5

Paraguay

5

5

Peru

5

5

Uruguay

5

5

Venezuela

6

5

Average

4.6

5.1

1993

1994

1999

Source: Authors’ compilation.

Reelection of Presidents
Rules concerning the reelection of presidents vary considerably across the region (Table
2.7). While in five countries (Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, the Dominican Republic, and
Venezuela) immediate reelection is permitted, in nine countries (Bolivia, Chile, Costa Rica,
Ecuador, El Salvador, Nicaragua, Panama, Peru, and Uruguay) reelection is allowed only
after the passing of at least one presidential term. The remaining four countries (Guatemala,
Honduras, Mexico, and Paraguay) prohibit reelection at any time. In other words, reelection
is favored in the region, with 14 of 18 countries allowing a president to be reelected at some
point, either immediately or after one presidential term.
Ten countries changed the rules (or their interpretation of the rules) governing presidential reelection during the period studied. Argentina, Brazil, and Venezuela moved from
a system that allowed reelection after the passing of at least one presidential period to one
that allows immediate reelection. Ecuador and Costa Rica loosened the restrictions on reelection so that it is now allowed after one and two presidential terms, respectively. At the
same time, two countries that had allowed consecutive presidential reelections at the be-
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Country

Table 2.7. Presidential Reelection

Argentina

X

Bolivia
Brazil

Effect of
change

1994

Not immediate
to immediate

Less
restrictive

1997

Not immediate
to immediate

Less
restrictive

1991

Not immediate
to prohibited
Prohibited to
immediate

More
restrictive
Less
restrictive

2003

Prohibited to
not immediate

Less
restrictive

1994

Immediate to
not immediate
Not immediate
to immediate

More
restrictive
Less
restrictive

1996

Prohibited to
not immediate

Less
restrictive

1995

Immediate to
not immediate

More
restrictive

1992

Immediate to
prohibited

More
restrictive

1993

Not immediate
to immediate
Immediate to
not immediate

Less
restrictive
More
restrictive

Not immediate
to immediate

Less
restrictive

X
X

Chile
Colombia

Nature of
change

X
X

2005
X1

Costa Rica
Dominican
Republic
X

2002

Ecuador

X

El Salvador

X

Guatemala

X

Honduras

X

Mexico

X

Nicaragua

X

Panama

X2

Paraguay

1994
X

Peru
X
Uruguay

2000

X

Venezuela

X

Total

5

3

1998
9

4

Source: Authors’ compilation.
1
Nonimmediate reelection (reelection after two intervening presidential terms) was allowed until a 1969
referendum prohibited it (Carey, 1997). In 2003, however, the original rule was restored because the constitutional court decided that the process of reforming the rule was unconstitutional.
2
Increased the required intervening period from one to two presidential terms (10 years).
3
Under previous rules, the president could not be reelected until two presidential periods had passed.
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Not imYear of
Country Immediate mediate Prohibited change

Conclusions
The governance capacity of presidential systems depends in part on the election of presidents who enjoy substantial popular legitimacy and can depend on a sizeable portion of
the congress to work collaboratively with them to enact legislation. The system chosen for
electing the president, along with the simultaneity of presidential and legislative elections,
are two factors that can affect the likelihood that such conditions are met.
In the past two decades, many countries have reformed their presidential election
systems, the relative timing of presidential and legislative elections, the length of the presidential term, and rules of reelection. The clearest trend has been a shift from a plurality
system to a majority runoff or runoff-with-reduced-threshold system. Five countries moved
in this direction, while only one (Ecuador) moved very slightly in the opposite direction.
Abandoning the plurality formula was generally motivated either by a desire to amplify the
mandate of the winner or by partisan power strategies (such as preventing a third minority
party from obtaining the presidency).
Academic theory and the limited empirical evidence available would predict this
change, under at least some circumstances, to work against democratic governability. This
undesirable outcome would result from the tendency of a majority system to encourage the
participation of more presidential candidates and increase the number of political parties
gaining seats in congress. Thus, instead of broadening the mandate of the elected president, such a system may in fact undermine it.
The actual impact of majority runoff systems is difficult to judge in a rigorous manner.
In most cases, too little time has passed since the implementation of reforms to assess their
potential long-term impact on party system fragmentation. In the short term, it seems that
one expected outcome, the immediate enhancement of the elected president’s mandate,
has not been fulfilled in most cases.
The failure of majority runoff systems to boost presidents’ popular legitimacy may be
because the first-round vote is perceived as a more valid reflection of true voter preferences.
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ginning of the period no longer do. Paraguay now prohibits reelection at any point in time,
and Nicaragua allows reelection after a single presidential term has elapsed.
The multiple reforms that took place in Peru, Colombia, and the Dominican Republic
went in contrary directions. In Peru, consecutive reelection was put in place under the first
Fujimori presidency in 1993, but was later disallowed in 2000. Colombia’s 1991 constitution
prohibited reelection, but then a 2005 reform permitted consecutive reelection for the first
time. In the Dominican Republic, consecutive presidential terms were banned in 1994, but
were once again allowed eight years later. Altogether, eight of the 13 modifications favored
presidential reelection while five restricted it. In sum, reforms since the early 1980s generally loosened constraints on reelection, except for the reforms in Colombia in 1991 (overturned in 2005), the Dominican Republic in 1994 (overturned in 2002), Paraguay in 1992,
Peru in 2000, and Nicaragua in 1995. All of the other reforms favored reelection (Peru, 1993;
Argentina, 1994; Ecuador, 1996; Brazil, 1997; Venezuela, 1998; Dominican Republic, 2002;
Costa Rica, 2003; and Colombia, 2005).

5

This problem can be cited particularly in the case of Bucaram.
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It is difficult to turn a 25 percent vote into a mandate for government, even with a secondround majority vote. In fact, a particular legitimacy problem emerges when the candidate
who is ultimately elected in the second round did not win the first round. Of the 23 instances in which runoff elections were held over the period of this study, in nine the winner
of the first round failed to become president. Setting aside the two cases in Bolivia, in which
the second-round decision was made by the congress, seven cases remain: President Jaime
Roldós Aguilera, Ecuador, 1979; President León Febres Cordero, Ecuador, 1984; President
Abdalá Bucaram Ortiz, Ecuador, 1996; President Alberto Fujimori, Peru, 1990; President
Jorge Serrano Elías, Guatemala, 1993; President Andrés Pastrana, Colombia, 1998; and
President Jorge Batlle Ibáñez, Uruguay, 1999. Most of these presidencies were characterized
by highly conflictive relationships with the legislature and ineffective policy. Impeachment
was threatened or attempted in four instances. Bucaram was ousted by the legislature
for “mental incapacity.” Fujimori and Serrano used “self-coups” to head off impeachment
threats and difficult relations with the legislature. While Fujimori succeeded, Serrano’s attempt ended in his resignation. Roldós’s relations with congress were already strained when
he was killed in an airplane accident two years into his five-year term, and Febres Cordero
faced impeachment attempts.
Aside from the problem of conflict-ridden terms, the real capacity of presidents to
govern may not be strengthened by runoffs, because the second round tends to encourage
the formation of loose electoral coalitions among the two candidates and some minority
parties, rather than more durable governing coalitions. Even though the president’s institutional authority, reflected in votes or seats obtained, may not be increased by the second
round, election by majority may give him an inflated sense of mandate and encourage attempts to circumvent or undermine democratic institutions.5
Regarding the timing of presidential and legislative elections, two countries moved
toward separate elections while three shifted from separate to simultaneous elections, and
another from partially simultaneous to simultaneous elections. Again, these changes are
too recent for their effects to be ascertained. But it is interesting to note that two of the
countries that moved toward making elections fully simultaneous (Brazil and Ecuador) are
among those with the highest degree of party system fragmentation. Certainly the harmonization of the election cycles in Brazil has eased the problem of governing compared to
what the situation could have been if presidents still had to face midterm congressional
elections.
Midterm elections, whether in systems with or without coterminous cycles, clearly
contribute to difficulties in governance. Presidents in all the nations with such elections
(Argentina, Ecuador, and Mexico) have shown a tendency toward periodic, ineffective executive policy making over the course of their term because of the greater likelihood of a shift
in the balance of partisan power, and because of the shift in congressional attention from
the policy agenda to electoral strategizing and campaigning.
There is no clear trend in respect to rules on presidential reelection. Seven countries
changed their systems in a direction favoring reelection (with two requiring at least one
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intervening presidential term), while two banned consecutive reelection (one banned
reelection altogether); Colombia, the Dominican Republic, and Peru adopted reforms in
both directions. Reelection was introduced in Argentina, Brazil, and Peru, at least partly as
a consequence of presidential popularity built on successes in taming hyperinflation and
restoring economic growth. Even during the second terms of President Alberto Fujimori in
Peru and President Carlos Menem in Argentina, reelection remained an issue, since each
of these presidents or his supporters contended that the first term did not count under the
new or reformed constitution. President Fujimori was controversially elected to a third term
in 2000, while President Menem finally did not pursue a further extension of his mandate.
In several other countries, including Guatemala, Ecuador, and Panama, attempts to lift the
prohibition on immediate reelection were unsuccessful.
Again, it is difficult to assess the impact of the reforms in this area. The restrictions
on reelection imposed in the Dominican Republic (1994), Nicaragua, and Paraguay appear
to have been aimed at blocking the possibility that a strong leader might dominate politics
over a long time period, as was the case with Joaquín Balaguer, Anastasio Somoza (or Daniel
Ortega), and Alfredo Stroessner, respectively. In such circumstances, a ban on reelection
marks a positive departure from a past style of politics, and may be necessary to ensure
ongoing plurality in the division of national political power. As evident in the reversal of
prohibitions on reelection in the Dominican Republic and Colombia, however, such rules
are prone to being overturned.
Countries where constitutions were amended to permit reelection reveal the doubleedged nature of the issue. Preventing the reelection of a popular president may stop, in
midstream, a form of leadership that could make long-term contributions to the country’s
development. It may also create problems for the perceived legitimacy of the president’s
successor. However, reelection also reinforces the tendency—inherent in presidentialism—
toward individualistic leadership, and undermines the development of a more pluralistic
and institutionalized mode of exercising political authority. Although there have been a few
successful presidencies that resulted from reelection, whether immediate or nonimmediate,
the balance is not generally positive.
Beyond the substance of arguments in favor of or against presidential reelection, the
fact remains that efforts to allow consecutive presidential terms have almost always been
driven by presidents who have sought to remain in office by changing the rules under which
they were elected. Such was the case with Menem in Argentina, Fernando Henrique Cardoso
in Brazil, Hipólito Mejía in the Dominican Republic, Fujimori in Peru, and Hugo Chávez in
Venezuela. Without analyzing specific cases in detail, it seems correct to say that the narrow
motives behind the reforms make it less likely that they will be designed so as to contribute
to the strengthening of democratic institutions in Latin America.
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3

Legislative Electoral
Systems and Democratic
Governability
The design of systems for electing legislative representatives affects democratic governance
by influencing, among other outcomes, the effectiveness of executive-legislative relations
and the quality of political representation. This chapter examines several of the functions
that electoral systems should ideally perform in a democratic system, and classifies electoral systems in Latin America in terms of how well they fulfill these theoretical functions.
It also assesses the extent to which the regional electoral reforms made over the past two
decades may alleviate governance problems.
An electoral system is defined here as a set of rules that determine how voters select the
candidates and political parties of their preference, as well as how their votes shape the apportionment of seats (for congressional elections) and governmental offices (for presidential,
gubernatorial, and mayoral elections) among contending political forces (Nohlen, 1998b).
The effect of electoral systems on democratic governance is mainly exerted through
their indirect impact on the structure and functioning of the political party system. Such
effects are far from being predictable, since, in exerting them, electoral systems interact
with a host of other factors, including the depth and diversity of existing social, political,
and economic cleavages; the nature of the political regime and political culture; and other
more contingent factors (International IDEA, 1997). Electoral systems set in place an important array of incentives that shape the behavior of electors and other political actors,
and influence both the structure of the party system and the orientation and conduct of
elected officials. Even within the parameters of a given set of electoral rules, widely different behaviors and outcomes can result from differences in other aspects of the social and
political setting.
Aside from structuring incentives, electoral systems exert a direct influence on a given
allocation of power and authority. In other words, electoral rules have both mechanical and
psychological effects (Duverger, 1954), and it may be helpful to distinguish between these.
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CHAPTER

Key Functions of Electoral Systems:
Representativeness, Effectiveness, and Participation
Electoral systems can be differentiated by their intrinsic characteristics, which have
expected consequences for the operation of democratic systems. Whether a given set of
characteristics promotes or hinders democratic governability depends on the context. An
electoral system may be workable and legitimate in one country, and not functional in
another. Nevertheless, the general direction of change likely to be induced by a given reform
in a particular country can be predicted with some degree of confidence. By understanding
the incentives provided by different electoral systems, one can better hypothesize about the
effects that given reforms will have on democratic operations in specific contexts.
One way to distinguish among electoral systems is to determine the extent to which
they provide three functions: representativeness, effectiveness, and participation (Nohlen,
1998b, 1999).
An optimally representative electoral system is one in which political groups obtain
legislative seats in nearly exact proportion to their share of the vote. In such a system, all
votes count the same and no political groups competing for elected office are either overor underrepresented (that is, receive a share of seats larger or smaller than their share of
the vote). In assessing the degree of representation provided by an electoral system, a fairly
restrictive definition of the term will be used here. For other purposes, the term has been
reasonably applied to the matter of whether the full heterogeneity of the social fabric is
adequately represented in the political process. However, whether minority or other previously excluded groups have a proportionate voice in the political system involves many factors (equity of political participation, level of voter turnout, capacity of groups to organize,
etc.) that are not necessarily related to electoral rules. In our definition, we only consider
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Mechanical effects are the practical impacts of the seat-allocation method in determining what parties obtain representation and to what extent their share of the seats equates
with their share of the votes. For example, first-past-the-post systems, where one legislator
is elected by a simple plurality in each district, have the direct effect of underrepresenting
minority parties. Even if such parties were to receive as much as 10 or 20 percent of the
national vote, they would be unlikely to gain a single seat in the parliament if their support
and that of other parties were distributed relatively evenly across the country.
Psychological effects are the reactions, over time, of the electorate and political actors
to the constraints and opportunities presented by the electoral rules. As pointed out in the
previous chapter, rational voters are unlikely to continue voting for a party or candidate with
no realistic chance of winning. In the plurality system, where only the candidate with the
most votes obtains a seat, electors may eschew their true preference for a minority party
and instead vote for the best alternative among the larger parties. At the same time, rather
than repeatedly being underrepresented in the legislature, minority parties may choose to
join forces with larger parties in order to enhance their chances of winning seats. Over time,
psychological effects are likely to reinforce the purely mechanical effects of the electoral
system on the party system (Nohlen, 1998a).
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whether those groups that form political parties or movements and enter electoral contests
obtain representation in accordance with the proportion of the votes they receive.
An electoral system that fosters effectiveness is one that produces a sufficient concentration of power in the legislature to make it possible for diverse societal preferences to
be aggregated and translated into acts of government. If a large number of parties obtain
representation, then it is less likely that the governing party will enjoy reliable support in
the legislature, and more difficult for legislators to reach the level of agreement needed to
enact necessary reforms. In a presidential system, the problem of governing in the context
of a fragmented legislature is a particularly difficult one. Since legislators’ tenures do not
depend on the success or failure of the government to adopt their legislative program (and
since the presidency is a winner-take-all office that each party aims to occupy), there are
weaker incentives for parties to form and maintain coalitions in presidential systems than
in parliamentary ones.
Participation, or identifiability, is unique among the three functions. While representativeness and effectiveness involve the way that electors’ aggregate preferences are translated
into legislative seats, participation refers to how the voting system affects the strength of
the connection between constituents and their representatives. For example, in a plurality
system in which a single representative is elected in each district, the relationship is close
and direct. Citizens can choose the individual candidate who they think will best represent
them, and can reward or punish the incumbent based on his or her performance in office.
This means that candidates and elected representatives are rewarded when they focus their
attention on gaining and holding on to the support of constituents.
At the other end of the scale, in proportional representation systems with closed and
blocked party lists, the connection between the elector and representative is looser and
more distant. In such systems, party leaders or members in a convention put together an
ordered list of candidates for each district. Citizens cast a vote for the party list of their
choice (thereby affecting the share of seats won by that party), but have no role in deciding
which individual candidates are elected. Candidates and incumbents do not have a strong
incentive to cultivate relations with their constituents, and electors are discouraged from
learning the identities of individual candidates or tracking the conduct of those who get
elected (Carey and Shugart, 1995). Legislators enhance their reelection chances by winning
the favor of party leaders and thus earning a high position on the party list. While individual
electors can potentially hold the party accountable through their legislative votes, it is not
realistically possible for them to hold legislators accountable on an individual basis.
Based on the above reasoning, it would seem at first glance that the best way to improve electoral systems in the region would be to simply maximize their provision of all
three functions. However, it is not possible for electoral systems to satisfy these different
demands simultaneously and in an absolute manner. Attempts to optimize performance in
one function almost inevitably worsen performance in another (Nohlen, 1998b).
For example, enhancing the degree of representation afforded by a system (by making
the translation of votes into seats more proportional) can lower effectiveness by increasing
the number of parties that obtain representation in the legislature. In such a context, it is
more likely that presidents will lack legislative support, and this may impede the development of expeditious responses to collective problems.

Theoretical Bases for Classifying Electoral Systems
Thinking in terms of the three functions and the trade-offs between them is useful in evaluating and distinguishing between the different electoral systems. The most basic and wellknown classification of electoral systems differentiates between majority and proportional
systems. Majority systems are those that award the seats in each district to the candidates
with the most votes. As a consequence, such systems tend to systematically favor larger
parties and make it difficult for small parties to gain representation. Classic examples of the
majority system are found in the United States and Great Britain, where, in each district, one
seat is awarded to the candidate with the most votes (or the “first past the post”).
Proportional systems are those that award seats according to the percentage of the
vote obtained by political parties. The logic behind these systems is to favor the election of
a legislature that reflects the political heterogeneity of the electorate. Classic proportional
systems, in their “pure” forms, can be found in Israel and the Netherlands, where there is
effectively one electoral district (the whole nation), and the total vote determines the allocation of all legislative seats according to electoral district. In such systems, the share of the
seats obtained almost exactly mirrors the share of the votes each party receives.
Within these two broad types of electoral systems, there are many variations. The prototypical majority systems are the first-past-the-post or plurality systems, where the candidate with the most votes wins, and the majority runoff systems, where an absolute majority
of the votes is required. However, other forms are possible and are used in Latin America.
Under the system called majority with representation of the minority, the party with the most votes
obtains most of the seats in the district, but the party finishing second also receives one
representative. Another variation of the majority system involves the awarding of multiple
seats in each district in the order of the candidates who receive the most votes. In such
systems, electors choose one or more candidates listed under different party labels, but the
votes accrue and seats are awarded only on an individual basis.
While majority systems favor effectiveness and participation, they underrepresent
smaller parties and work to the advantage of larger parties. Proportional systems, on the
other hand, favor equitable representation but may result in a more cumbersome and inefficient decision-making process and weaker links between representatives and constituents.
Though this dichotomous classification is valuable for its simplicity, it is imprecise
and does not distinguish electoral systems in terms of the degree to which they fulfill the
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At the same time, reforms aimed at enhancing participation may reduce effectiveness
by undermining party discipline and thereby inhibiting the executive-legislative cooperation needed to enact legislation. In addition, if efforts to enhance participation dilute the
meaning of party labels and the programmatic focus of campaigns, then electors may lose
the ability to hold representatives accountable for their decisions and positions on national
policy issues. Instead of selling their constituents a package of policies and issue positions
(or deeds in support of the public interest), legislative candidates will emphasize their personal qualities and the exchange of particularistic favors for electoral support (Carey and
Shugart, 1995; Shugart and Wattenberg, 2001).

1

The effect of district magnitude on the proportionality of the translation of votes into seats is conditioned by
the number of parties and the distribution of the votes among them. Thus, a given average district magnitude
might result in fairly proportional outcomes in a country with only a few significant parties, but produce a highly
disproportional outcome in a country with a large number of significant parties.
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expected functions, or their theoretical effects on democratic governance. In addition,
this classification scheme is not very practical when it comes to distinguishing among the
electoral systems found in Latin America. For electing members of the lower house, none
of the 18 countries in the study uses a classic form of the majority system (either first past
the post or majority runoff). Sixteen countries use a form of proportional representation for
electing deputies to the legislature, but there are huge differences between these. Of these
16, Bolivia and Venezuela use a personalized proportional representation system.
Of the two nonproportional cases, Mexico uses a mixed, or segmented, system in which
three-fifths of the seats are elected by plurality in single-member districts, and two-fifths
are elected by proportional representation. Chile’s system, labeled binominal in Spanish, is
more difficult to classify within these two broad systems. Parties or coalitions present lists
of candidates in two-member districts. Electors vote for one candidate, but the votes accrue
to the party or party coalition. Each of the two parties with the most votes wins a seat unless the first party doubles the votes of the second. In this case, the first party obtains both
seats. The effect is a particular form of the majority system that favors the largest parties,
and particularly the second-largest party or coalition.
Sharper distinctions in the degree of representativeness associated with proportional
representation systems can contribute to a more analytically useful classification scheme.
Three characteristics of proportional representation systems exert the greatest influence on
how closely the share of seats reflects the distribution of the vote: the size of the districts,
the mathematical formula used to allocate seats, and the presence and size of legal thresholds required for parties to obtain representation.
District size, or more precisely the number of legislators elected in each district, is
generally the most important variable. If we take the particular formula used for translating
votes into seats as fixed, then, as the number of seats available for distribution increases,
so will the degree to which the assignment of seats proportionally increases. This results in
an increasingly greater possibility that parties receiving a small share of the vote can obtain
representation.1 There are systems that, despite being defined in a national constitution as
proportional, have a significant number of districts that elect only one or two legislators.
Obviously, when only one seat is being decided, the system operates as a majority one (the
party with the most votes wins). When two seats are up for election, the system operates
like the Chilean binominal system.
The decision about where to divide systems in terms of district magnitude is inevitably arbitrary. One expert considers districts of five seats or less to be small; between five
and ten, medium; and over ten, large (Nohlen, 1998). These delineations seem reasonable
when considering election outcomes at the district level. However, given the fact that most
proportional representation systems are characterized by a fairly large number of districts
with widely varying sizes (and some with a national district layered upon these territorial
districts), categorizing systems in terms of district size is more complicated.

Electoral Formulas
The degree to which proportional systems produce proportional outcomes is also affected
by the mathematical formula used to transform votes into seats. Though there are many
variations in the formulas used, in general most use either a divisor (highest average) system or a quota system.
The best-known divisor system—the D’Hondt system—is also the most common in
Latin America. In this system, a series of divisors (1, 2, 3, etc.) is applied to the votes received by each party. Seats are assigned to parties in the order of the size of the quotients
resulting from these divisions.
The most common quota system is the Hare (or simple quota) system, in which the
total valid votes in the district are divided by the number of seats in contention. Parties
then receive the number of seats corresponding to the number of times the district quotient
goes into the valid votes received by the party. But since seats usually remain unallocated
after this operation, a second process must be used to assign the remaining seats. The typical approach is to distribute the remaining seats to the parties with the largest remainder
resulting from dividing the party’s valid votes by the quotient.
The possibility of gaining a seat through remainders, which in some cases entails obtaining a vote percentage well below the single Hare quota, tends to encourage party system
fragmentation and the proliferation of small parties contending for seats. These parties—or
more accurately, electoral vehicles—have little hope of obtaining significant representation
at the national level, aiming instead to elect a single individual or group of individuals to
the congress. This phenomenon has been particularly evident in Colombia and Venezuela

2

Another approach is to use the average magnitude, but this measure has some limitations. It requires that the
frequency distribution of the size of the country’s electoral districts approximate a normal distribution (or be
fairly symmetric about the mean). But this is rarely the case.
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One way of summarizing the size of electoral districts across a country is to consider
the share of legislative seats that are elected in districts of a given size.2 Systems in which
more than half of the legislative body is elected in districts with five seats or less are
considered to be proportional-representation-with-small-district systems. Proportionalrepresentation-with-large-district systems are those in which more than half the seats in
the legislature are elected from districts with 10 or more representatives. Systems that fall
between these two extremes are considered proportional-representation-with-mediumsized-district systems.
Table 3.1 shows the classification of 14 of the 16 Latin American proportional representation systems, as well as data related to their district size. Though Bolivia and Venezuela
are proportional representation systems, the personal nature of the voting in these nations
warrants the creation of a different electoral system category. Using the criteria established
in the previous paragraph, there are two large-district proportional representation systems,
eight medium-sized systems, and four small ones—two of which (the Dominican Republic
and Peru) moved into this category as a result of reforms passed since 2000.

Size of individual
Share of
Share of seats elected districts (the figure
Average districts from districts in parentheses is
the number of
District
with five
district with five
size classi- magniseats or seats or less districts of a given
magnitude)
fication
less (%)
(%)
tude
Argentina

Medium

5.4

84.0

49.2

Brazil

Large

Colombia

35, 12, 10, 9, 5(2), 4(5),
3(8), 2(5)

19.0

0.0

0.0

Medium

4.9

72.7

45.9

18, 17, 13, 7(3), 6(3),
5(5), 4(4), 3(3), 2(12)

Costa Rica

Medium

8.1

42.9

24.6

21,10, 6(2), 5(2), 4

Dominican
Republic3

Small

3.1

95.9

90.7

8, 6, 5(5), 4(8), 3(12),
2(21), 1

Ecuador

Small

4.8

85.7

60.0

18, 14, 8, 5(2), 4(7),
3(4), 2(5)

El Salvador1 Medium

5.6

80.0

50.0

20 (national), 16, 6,
5(2), 4(2), 3(8)

Guatemala1 Medium

6.6

69.6

36.0

22 (national), 12, 10,
8, 7, 6(2), 5, 4, 3(6),
2(5), 1(3)

Honduras

Medium

7.1

44.4

18.0

23, 20, 9(3), 8, 7(3),
6, 5, 4(2), 3(2), 2, 1(2)

Nicaragua1

Medium

5.0

72.2

36.7

20 (national), 19, 6(3),
4(1), 3(6), 2(5), 1

Panama

Small

1.8

97.5

91.5

6(1), 5(2), 4(3), 3, 2(7),
1(26)

Paraguay

Medium

4.4

76.5

42.5

17, 13, 6(2), 5, 4(2),
3(2), 2(4), 1(4)

Peru2

Small

4.8

88.0

58.3

37, 7, 6, 5(6), 4(3),
3(4), 2(7), 1(2)

Uruguay4

Large

99.0

0.0

0.0

70, 53, 46, 39, 31, 30,
25, 22, 18, 17(2), 16, 12,
10(2), 9, 8(11)

44, 13, 4, 3(6), 2(10)

Source: Authors’ compilation.
1
El Salvador, Guatemala, and Nicaragua have a national district that coexists with numerous regional
districts of varying size. In Guatemala and Nicaragua, electors vote twice—once for a party list in their
departmental constituency, and once for a party list in the national district. In El Salvador, electors select
a party, and that vote counts as their choice of a party list for the regional constituency and the national
constituency. For the purpose of assessing districts’ aggregate magnitudes in both these countries, the
national constituency is treated as if it were another large regional constituency.
2
For the 2001 election, Peru returned to a multimember district system of 25 districts. This system had been
replaced by a single, national district system from 1993 to 2000. With a smaller congress in 2001 than in
1992, the system became a proportional-representation-in-small-district system, while prior to 1993 it was
a proportional-representation-in-medium-sized-district system.
3
The Dominican Republic had a system of medium-sized districts until 2002, when a reform was implemented that divided up eight of the larger districts and created a larger number of small districts.
4
Uruguay is divided into 19 electoral districts of varying size, as can be seen from the last column. But even
though electors vote for party lists in the districts, the formula for allocating seats is decided by percentages of the aggregate (national) vote, and the distribution of seats within districts is required to accommodate the distribution of national seats resulting from this calculation. In effect, the Uruguayan system
functions in a manner similar to a single, national district system.
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Table 3.1. Classifying Proportional Representation
Systems According to District Size, 2004

3

4

5

6

In Colombia, the congress approved an electoral reform in 2003 that holds the potential to reduce this tendency
toward party system fragmentation by limiting each party to presenting a single list in each district and by changing the seat allocation formula from the Hare-and-largest-remainder system to the D’Hondt system.
In the least-squares index, the vote/seat share differences for each party are squared and then added; this total
is divided by two; and then the square root of this value is taken. Low numbers indicate low disproportionality
(or high proportionality), while high numbers indicate the opposite (Lijphart, 1994).
Considering an index of disproportionality values for other countries in the world helps to gauge the meaning
of the values for Latin American countries. Lijphart (1994) cites the following index values for the last electoral
system in use in the period prior to 1990: Australia 10.24, Austria 1.43, Canada 11.33, France 11.84, Germany 0.67,
Italy 1.12, Netherlands 1.32, Norway 4.84, Sweden 1.67, United Kingdom 2.94, and United States 5.41.
The disproportionality index value shown in Table 3.3 for the Dominican Republic was calculated based on the
2002 elections which took place under the new, smaller-district system. Even though the disproportionality that
arose in those elections was not extreme (5.7), it was higher than in previous elections.
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in recent years.3 A way to impede this tendency would be to adopt the rule that only parties that obtain seats through Hare quotas are eligible to compete for seats on the basis
of remainders. Or, as in Costa Rica, a second round of seat allocation can be carried out
on the basis of a subquotient (in the case of Costa Rica, half of the Hare quotient) before
considering the remainders.
Of the Hare and D’Hondt systems, the Hare-quota-and-largest-remainder system is
the most impartial between large and small parties, and tends to yield closely proportional
results. The D’Hondt formula tends to be less proportional, even relative to several other
divisor systems, and systematically favors larger parties. In the hypothetical case shown in
Table 3.2, the Hare formula results in at least one seat going to each party while the D’Hondt
formula shuts out the smallest party and overrepresents the two largest parties.
Of the 14 proportional representation list systems in Latin America, six use some form
of the Hare-and-greatest-remainder system, and eight apply a form of the D’Hondt system.
The usefulness of the classification of proportional representation systems can be
examined by studying a measure of the disproportionality of the translation of votes into
seats. Does a classification of systems in terms of district size, in fact, parallel the measure
of proportionality of electoral outcomes? Does considering the type of electoral formula
enhance the match between electoral system attributes and a measurement of their outcomes?
All of the different indexes of proportionality entail calculating, in some manner, the
deviations between the vote and seat percentages obtained by each political party, and adding the results for each party competing for seats in the election. In the “least-squares” index
used here,4 the larger the value of the index, the greater the degree of disproportionality (or
the lower the proportionality) of the relationship between vote shares and seat shares.5
Table 3.3 examines the extent to which the classification of small, medium, and large
district proportional representation systems in Latin America align with the observed disproportionality of those systems.
Subdividing proportional representation systems according to the proportion of legislative seats elected in districts of a given size appears to make some sense. The large-district
systems—Uruguay and Brazil—are characterized by a relatively small degree of deviation
from proportionality, while the small-district systems in Peru and Panama are characterized by a relatively large deviation.6 The index of disproportionality generally hovers in the
middle of these two extremes for medium-sized districts. Nevertheless, the relationship

Table 3.2. Application of D’Hondt and Hare Formulas
in a Hypothetical Six-Member District with Four Parties

Party

Votes (v)

Votes/1

Votes/2

Votes/3
13,667 (6)

A

41,000

41,000 (1)

20,500 (3)

B

29,000

29,000 (2)

14,500 (5)

C

17,000

17,000 (4)

13,000

13,000

D
Total

Total
seats

Seats
(%)

3

50.00

9,667

8,500

100,000

2

33.33

1

16.67

0

0.00

6

100.00

Note: The numbers in parentheses indicate the order in which the six seats are allocated to the parties.

Seats allocated using Hare-and-largest-remainder system
Hare quota = 100,000 [votes]/6 [seats] = 16,667 votes per seat

Party

Votes (v)

Full quota Remaining
seats
seats

Hare quotas

Total
seats

Seats
(%)

A

41,000

41,000/16,667= 2.45

2

0

2

33.33

B

29,000

29,000/16,667= 1.73

1

1

2

33.33

C

17,000

17,000/16,667= 1.02

1

0

1

16.67

D

13,000

13,000/16,667= 0.78

0

1

1

16.67

100,000

6.00

4

2

6

100.00

Total

Note: The boldface decimal portion of numbers serves as the basis for the distribution of seats that remain
following the quota-based distribution of seats.

between district size and the index is clearly imperfect, and there are several striking, outlying cases.
The nature of the electoral formula appears to account for at least part of the large
variation in disproportionality among medium-sized districts. The systems in which the
Hare formula is applied (e.g., Honduras, Nicaragua, and Costa Rica) are characterized by a
lower degree of disproportionality, while those using the D’Hondt system (e.g., Argentina,
Paraguay, and Guatemala) are characterized by a higher degree.
At the same time, however, it is clear that electoral system characteristics do not solely
determine the proportionality of electoral outcomes. This is because other factors—such as
the number of parties competing in the election,7 the system used for electing the president,
7

This is particularly evident from the index values cited in note 5 for the United States and the United Kingdom.
Even though these countries use a single-member district system that heavily discriminates against minority par-
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Seats allocated using D’Hondt divisors

Uruguay
Brazil

Classification
by size of electoral districts

Average
district
magnitude

Formula
used for
the lower
house

Leastsquares
index

Large

99.0

D’Hondt

1.52

Large

19.0

Hare

0.90

Medium

8.1

Hare

5.18

Honduras

Medium

7.1

Hare

2.26

El Salvador

Medium

5.6

Hare

4.89

Argentina

Medium

5.4

D’Hondt

8.89

Nicaragua

Medium

5.0

Hare

4.48

Costa Rica1

Colombia2

Medium

4.9

D’Hondt

3.04

Guatemala2

Medium

6.6

D’Hondt

8.43

Paraguay

Medium

4.4

D’Hondt

8.47

Peru

Small

4.8

D’Hondt

8.87

Ecuador2

Small

4.8

D’Hondt

8.10

Dominican Republic

Small

3.1

D’Hondt

5.68

Panama

Small

1.8

Hare

11.56

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Note: The least-squares index of disproportionality in this table is calculated on the basis of results from the
most recent election.
1
Costa Rica uses a Hare quotient, 50 percent subquotient, and greatest remainder system, which tends to
exclude small parties to a greater extent than a pure Hare-and-largest-remainder system.
2
As of the end of 2004, Colombia, Guatemala, and Ecuador had not yet held national elections under the
rules defined by the recent electoral reforms. Thus, the disproportionality indexes have been calculated
on the basis of electoral results shaped by the rules of the prior electoral system rather than the current
system.

and the relative timing of presidential and legislative elections—can have significant effects
on the actual functioning of the system. In general, the smaller the number of significant
parties, the smaller the district magnitude that is required to produce a reasonably proportional outcome.
For example, it is likely that the wide deviation between Guatemala, and Honduras and
Nicaragua, is due in great part to the differences in the degree to which their party systems
are fragmented. According to a measure of the effective number of parties, Guatemala
had about five or six significant parties competing for votes during the last 20 years, while
Nicaragua8 had about 2.5 and Honduras barely more than two. Thus, while the characteris-

8

ties, their indexes of disproportionality are fairly low. There is little inequity in the allocation of seats because in
each case there are two parties that share most of the votes. It could be argued that the electoral system helped
to create the two-party system over time, but this type of indirect effect is not captured by the index.
This result for the effective number of parties in Nicaragua is based on counting the many parties in the 1990
center-right coalition as one single party.
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Table 3.3. Classification of Proportional Representation Systems
versus Measurement of Disproportionality

Legal Thresholds
Another factor that can affect the proportionality of seat allocation is whether there is a
legally required threshold of vote percentage or other criteria that must be met before parties can obtain representation. The purpose of a threshold is to limit the fragmentation of
the party system and enhance its effectiveness. However, few countries in Latin America
have adopted a legal barrier to representation. The only one of the 14 party-list proportional representation systems with a vote threshold is Argentina, where, at the district
level, a party must receive votes equivalent to 3 percent of all eligible voters. In addition,
Bolivia (with a personalized proportional representation system) and Mexico (with a mixed
system) have thresholds of 3 percent and 2 percent, respectively, applied at the national
level. Finally, a January 2000 amendment to Nicaragua’s election law requires each party to
receive the equivalent of at least 4 percent of the entire country’s registered votes to avoid
disqualification. Other countries have practical thresholds that result from the combined
effects of their mathematical formula, district magnitude, and the number of parties competing.9

Other Electoral Systems
Proportional Representation with Preference Vote
Another variation of proportional representation systems relates to the form in which voters
manifest their preferences. In most of the proportional representation systems discussed
in the preceding section, the elector is constrained to select among competing party lists.
These types of lists are called closed (only those candidates on a given party list can be
selected) and blocked (the elector votes only for the party and thus cannot alter the order of
candidates on the list). In Brazil, the Dominican Republic, Panama, and Peru, however, the
voter can specify a preference for a party list and for the individual candidates on the list.
These lists are considered unblocked. In Peru, voters can select up to two candidates from a
party list, while in Brazil and the Dominican Republic, they can select one.10 In Panama, voters are given as many preference votes as there are seats to fill. Through a reform adopted

9

In October 2005 a political party law reform in Peru established a threshold of 5 percent—or six deputies elected
in more than one district—for parties to be awarded seats. For the 2006 election, the threshold was set at 4 percent or five deputies elected in at least two districts.
10
Until its 1998 elections, the Dominican Republic used a system of blocked lists to select lower house legislators,
but in 2002, a closed and unblocked ballot was introduced, whereby voters could mark their preference for a
specific candidate within the list furnished by the party (Zovatto and Burdman, 2002).
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tics of electoral systems affect party systems, there is an important component of inertia,
which is a legacy of past political divisions and history. Consequently, at the same time that
their development is shaped in part by electoral rules, party systems also mediate the influence of such rules in shaping political outcomes.

Mixed-Member Systems
Following the example of Germany, 29 countries around the world, including New Zealand,
Italy, Israel, Japan, Hungary, and Russia, have adopted mixed-member electoral systems in
which a portion of the legislative representatives are elected by majority rules in singlemember districts, and another portion by proportional representation (Cox and Schoppa,
2002). In Latin America, such systems have been adopted in Mexico, Bolivia, and Venezuela.
Within mixed-member systems one can distinguish between (1) mixed-member proportional systems, also called personalized proportional systems, in which the two tiers are
connected so that the total number of legislative seats received by a party is proportional
to the votes it receives in the list tier; and (2) mixed-member majority systems, in which
seats in the two tiers are allocated independently, such that proportionality in the overall
allocation of seats is not ensured (Shugart and Wattenberg, 2001). The former type of system, used in Bolivia and Venezuela, would be expected to produce a closer correspondence
between vote and seat shares and to be more open to small parties (Thames and Edwards,
2006). In the mixed-member majority system used in Mexico, the election of three-fifths of
representatives in single-member districts is separate from the election of the remaining
two-fifths in large, multimember proportional districts. The principal of proportionality is
built into part of the system, but not the system as a whole.12

11

Prior to the reform, the parties could run on multiple lists in the same electoral district. The division of votes
among many lists allowed most seats to be picked as remainders by the candidates at the head of each list. Thus,
with candidates free to create their own lists within the same party, the system functioned as an open list type.
The electoral reform confines parties to run on a single list, but voters can still select their candidates among
those on the list.
12
In reality, various and frequently changing rules have connected the two parts of the system in Mexico. For
example, when the system was adopted in 1977, a party that had won more than 60 percent of single-member
district seats was not eligible to receive any of the seats awarded through proportional representation. A subsequently adopted rule guaranteed an absolute majority in the lower house to any party obtaining 35 percent of
the deputies elected through plurality, and 35 percent of the national vote. Currently, the deviation between the
percentage of the total number of deputies a party is awarded and the national vote percentage is not allowed
to exceed 8 percent.
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in 2003, Colombia changed the electoral system in order to allow parties to decide whether
or not voters can choose individual candidates.11
Another form of personal voting is found in Ecuador and Honduras, where voters can
choose, from different party slates, as many candidates as there are legislative seats to be
filled in the district. In this system, voters do not have the option of choosing a party list.
This type of system is called proportional representation with open lists, or panachage. In
both the closed- and open-list preference voting systems, seats are awarded to parties according to the percentage of votes each party receives in the district. These seats are then
assigned to individual candidates within the parties according to the number of votes each
receives. Given that the votes in these systems still accrue to the party list, and seats are
awarded according to party vote shares, these systems all constitute different forms of proportional representation.

Classification of Latin American Electoral Systems
The above discussion finds that the electoral systems used for the lower and upper houses
in Latin America can be placed within one of eight different categories. Table 3.4 lists those
categories and evaluates each in theoretical terms according to the three functions that
electoral systems should ideally perform. The systems are listed roughly in order, from the
most classically proportional systems to the most classically majoritarian systems.
Evaluations of system functions obviously depend on additional system features. A
key issue already mentioned is whether the elector is limited to voting for a party list or
is given the option of expressing a preference for an individual candidate or candidates
on the list. Proportional representation systems with closed and blocked lists score low
in participation, since the link between constituents and their individual representatives
is weak. Systems with unblocked, or open, lists promote greater ties between voters and
representatives—though the larger the number of representatives elected in a district, the
more diffused this link becomes. First, with multiple seats at stake it is more difficult for the
elector to be informed about all of the contending candidates and to track the performance
of incumbents. Second, candidates are encouraged to develop close relations with only a
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Mixed-member systems have been seen to favor the development of more cohesive
party systems (Shugart and Wattenberg, 2001). The existence of the single-member district
tier of the system is expected to constrain the number of parties obtaining votes—even in
the proportional tier of the system—for two reasons. First, voters will limit their vote in
the single-member districts to candidates of parties with a viable chance of winning, and
this will tend to also apply to their votes in the proportional tier of the system. Second,
parties are expected to coalesce in order to improve their chances of winning seats in the
single-member district tier of the system. But some empirical studies have questioned the
extent of the winnowing effect this has on party numbers, given that small parties try to
nonetheless maximize their votes in the proportional representation tier by maintaining
a full slate of candidates in the single-member districts (Cox and Schoppa, 2002; Herron
and Nishikawa, 2001). The extent to which mixed-member systems reduce party system
fragmentation probably depends on whether or not the system is compensatory (mixedmember proportional rather than mixed-member majority), and the share of the seats that
are decided by plurality rules versus proportional rules.
Mixed-member systems are also expected to allow constituents to hold legislators and
their parties individually accountable on national policy matters (Shugart and Wattenberg,
2001). The election of a share of the legislators on an individual basis in single-member districts (or small multimember districts) is expected to strengthen the link between electors
and their representatives. At the same time, the election of a significant share of the seats
by party list favors the continued strength of national parties, and electoral accountability
oriented around national policy concerns (Shugart, 2001). Also in relation to incentives,
mixed-member proportional systems tend to foster more party-centered, and mixed-member majority systems more candidate-centered, forms of accountability (Bawn and Thies,
2003; Thames and Edwards, 2006).

Type of electoral system

Representativeness

Effectiveness

Participation

Proportional representation
in large districts

++

––

––

Proportional representation
in medium-sized districts

+

–

–

Proportional representation
in small districts

±

+

–

Mixed-member
proportional representation

+

–

+

Mixed-member majority

+

–

+

Binominal

–

+

++

Plurality with representation
of the minority

–

++

++

––

++

++

Plurality

Note: ++ = highly fulfilled; + = fulfilled; ± = partially fulfilled; –= not very well fulfilled; and – – = only minimally fulfilled.

portion of the constituency, since winning a seat entails capturing only a relatively small
fraction of the total votes. Third, voters generally have only one vote each, and therefore can
only hold one of the individuals representing them accountable.
The unblocking of party lists may also have a negative impact on effectiveness. With a
preference vote, the main preoccupation of candidates is to distinguish themselves from
other individuals on their party’s list and to cultivate personal relations with a portion of
their constituents. Thus, party leaders tend to lose the ability to discipline their legislative
cohorts, and parties lose the ability to articulate and defend common programmatic objectives. Consequently, effectiveness is likely to be reduced (Shugart, 2001; Carey and Shugart,
1995).
In rating the general types of electoral systems, such particularities are ignored. When
the specific Latin American electoral systems are evaluated, their individual traits will be
considered more fully.
Proportional representation list systems score well in the degree of representation they
afford, and poorly in their provision of effectiveness and participation. While systems with
smaller districts tend to have lower representation scores, they score higher in effectiveness
and—to a lesser extent—in participation. With smaller districts, fewer parties are likely to
obtain representation. This makes majority governments more probable and facilitates interparty bargaining in the legislature. At the same time—and even with closed and blocked
party lists—if only one, two, or three legislators are elected per district, then electors can
vote, at least to some extent, according to their sentiments toward individual candidates.
Mixed-member proportional systems attempt to increase the degree of voter participation without reducing representativeness. The fact that a proportional formula is used to
allocate all of the seats means that these systems can be relatively proportional, and thus
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Table 3.4. Evaluating Electoral Systems by Function
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representative. At the same time, the election of a large share of the legislature through
single-member (or small) districts, and by personalized voting, tends to foster a stronger
link between representatives and voters. As with other proportional representation systems,
however, these systems run the risk of fostering a dispersed party system, which can make
governing more difficult.
Mixed-member majority systems are similar to mixed-member proportional systems
in that they promote stronger links between representatives and constituents while maintaining the electoral system’s degree of proportionality. However, proportionality is an element—but not a universal principle—of segmented systems. Though segmented systems
help guarantee the representation of minority parties, they do not guarantee that overall
seat allocation will match the share of the votes that parties receive. Instead, it is likely that
larger parties, which are able to win seats across the country in single-member districts,
will receive a disproportionate share of seats. The majority, single-member district portion
of the system is likely to have a greater impact on reducing votes for small parties even in
the system’s proportional representation tier (Cox and Schoppa, 2002). Thus, segmented
systems are similar to personalized proportional representation systems in the degree of
participation afforded, somewhat inferior in representativeness, and somewhat better in
effectiveness.
Binominal systems clearly favor the two largest political forces at the expense of smaller
parties. Their promotion of a two-party (or party block) system may be good for effectiveness, but is bad for representativeness. On the other hand, in two-member districts and—in
the Chilean case—when citizens vote for individuals rather than party lists, the link between
electors and representatives can be close.
Plurality-with-minority-representation and plurality systems are relatively similar in
how they fulfill the main electoral system functions. The former may be somewhat better in
terms of the representativeness afforded, because the system provides a guarantee that the
first minority will be represented in each district. Nonetheless, both systems favor large parties at the expense of small parties, and both promote a concentration of seats in congress,
thus facilitating effectiveness. In addition, both systems facilitate the building of relatively
close links between representatives and constituents. Of course, these links are stronger
in the single-member district plurality system, since only one candidate is elected and—in
contrast to the plurality-with-minority-representation system—electors select individual
candidates instead of party lists.
Tables 3.5 and 3.6 show the systems that are used in the lower and upper houses of
Latin America, including information on district magnitude, electoral formula, and ballot
form. With respect to the lower house, there are two systems of proportional representation
in large districts, eight systems of proportional representation in medium-sized districts,
four systems of proportional representation in small districts, two personalized proportional representation systems, one mixed system, and one binominal system. For the upper
house, there are three systems of proportional representation in large districts, one plurality
system, three plurality-with-minority-representation systems, one mixed system, and one
binominal system.
In terms of the ballot structure, seven countries use closed and blocked party lists
in the lower house: Argentina, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Nicaragua, Paraguay,

Table 3.5. Electoral Systems Used in the Lower House
District
magnitude

Average
formula

5.4

D’Hondt

Closed and
blocked lists

Electoral ballot form

Argentina

Proportional
representation in
medium-sized
districts

Bolivia

Mixed-member
proportional

14.4

D’Hondt

Candidate in singlemember districts; closed
and blocked lists

Brazil

Proportional
representation
in large districts

19.0

Hare
and largest
average1

Closed and
unblocked lists

Chile

Binominal

2.0

First two
finishers unless
first doubles
vote of second

One vote for candidate

Colombia2

Proportional
representation in
medium-sized
districts

4.9

D’Hondt

Closed and unblocked
lists, or blocked lists

Costa Rica3

Proportional
representation in
medium-sized
districts

8.1

Hare quotient,
50% subquotient and
greatest
remainder

Closed and blocked lists

Dominican
Republic

Proportional
representation
in mediumsized districts

3.1

D’Hondt

Closed and unblocked
lists

Ecuador

Proportional
representation in
small districts

4.5

D’Hondt

Open lists with
panachage

El Salvador

Proportional
representation
in mediumsized districts

5.6

Hare and
largest
remainder

Closed and blocked lists

Guatemala

Proportional
representation
in mediumsized districts

6.6

D’Hondt

Closed and blocked lists

Honduras

Proportional
representation in
medium-sized
districts

7.1

Hare and
largest
remainder

Open lists with
panachage

Mexico4

Mixed-member
majority

Plurality;
corrected
electoral
quotient

Candidate in singlemember district;
closed and blocked lists
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System

Table 3.5. (continued)
District
magnitude

Average
formula

Electoral ballot form

Nicaragua5

Proportional
representation in
medium-sized
districts

5.0

Hare and
remainder
quotient

Panama

Proportional
representation in
small districts

1.8

SingleClosed and unblocked
member
lists
districts,
plurality;
multimember
districts, Hare

Paraguay

Proportional
representation in
medium-sized
districts

4.4

D’Hondt

Closed and blocked lists

Peru

Proportional
representation in
large districts

4.8

D’Hondt

Closed and unblocked
lists (two preference
votes)

Uruguay6

Proportional
representation
in large districts

D’Hondt

Closed and blocked lists

Venezuela7

Mixed-member
proportional

D’Hondt

Candidate in singlemember district;
closed and blocked lists

6.1

Closed and blocked lists

Source: Authors’ compilation.
1
“Hare and largest average” means that the valid votes are divided by the seats already obtained, plus one.
This system tends to favor small parties more than does the largest remainder method.
2
In Colombia, parties can decide if voters have the ability to select candidates from the list or are only able
to select the party list.
3
In Costa Rica, the Hare-and-largest-remainder-plus-subquotient formula means that parties that obtain at
least half the electoral quotient are eligible to receive seats through remainders.
4
Mexico’s corrected quota system takes away the votes of those parties that do not reach the national
threshold of 2 percent from the calculation of the electoral quotient. A second quotient is calculated in
which the remaining effective votes (total votes minus those already used to allocate seats) are divided by
the remaining seats. Following both procedures, the remaining seats are allocated to the parties with the
greatest remainders, but only those already receiving seats are eligible.
5
In Nicaragua, the Hare-and-remainder quotient formula means that the remainders for each party are
summed across all of the districts and divided by the number of remaining seats to determine the quotient
for the allocation of remaining seats. In the national district, the remaining seats are allocated under a
quota calculated as the mean of four regional quotas.
6
The Uruguayan election system is divided into 19 districts of varying size. However, even though the electors
vote for party lists in the districts, the formula for allocating seats is applied to the aggregate (national)
vote percentages, and the distribution of seats within districts is required to accommodate the national
seat distribution resulting from this calculation. In effect, the Uruguayan system functions in a manner
similar to a system of proportional representation in a single national district.
7
In Venezuela, since the state vote totals are used to proportionally award the total seats contested in each
state, the average district magnitude is calculated by dividing the size of the chamber by the number of
state districts. But the system is really more proportional than this district magnitude would indicate, since
additional seats (up to five) are available to parties that are underrepresented, as determined by their
national vote totals relative to the national electoral quotient.
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System

Average
district
magnitude

Electoral
formula

Ballot form

3

Plurality/
minority

Closed and
blocked lists

3

Plurality/
minority

Closed and
blocked lists

1 and 2

Plurality

Open lists

2

D’Hondt

One vote for
a candidate

100

D’Hondt

Closed and
unblocked lists,
or blocked lists

1

Plurality

Vote for candidate

Plurality/
corrected
Hare with
greatest
remainder

Closed and
blocked lists

45

D’Hondt

Closed and
blocked lists

30

D’Hondt

Closed and
blocked subparty
lists

Country

System

Argentina

Plurality with
minority
representation

Bolivia

Plurality with
minority
representation

Brazil1

Plurality in singlemember and twomember districts

Chile

Binominal

Colombia

Proportional
representation in
large (national)
districts

Dominican
Republic

Plurality

Mexico

Mixed-member
majority: plurality
with minority
representation,
and proportional
representation
in large (national)
district

3 and 32

Paraguay

Proportional
representation
in large
(national) districts

Uruguay2

Proportional
representation in
large (national)
districts

Source: Authors’ compilation.
1
When two-thirds of the senate is up for election and two senators are being elected per state, then electors
have two votes for specific candidates who can be from different parties.
2
In Uruguay, voters choose between closed and blocked subparty lists. The proportional representation
formula is applied to the total votes of the party in order to determine the interparty allocation of seats.
Then subparty list votes determine the allocation of seats within parties.

and Uruguay. In the mixed-member proportional systems (Bolivia and Venezuela) and the
mixed-member majority case (Mexico), closed and blocked lists are used for the proportional representation component, but individual voting is found in the other component of
the system. Among the proportional representation systems, preference votes are permitted
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Table 3.6. Electoral Systems Used in the Upper House

Evaluation of Latin American Electoral System Functions
The next step is to evaluate the specific electoral systems used in Latin America in terms of
the three functions previously discussed: representativeness, effectiveness, and participation. It is important to emphasize that the evaluations at this point are theoretical—and
focused on the properties of the electoral systems—and are not based on the actual functioning of the political system in the specific countries. Table 3.7 evaluates the electoral
system used for the lower house in each country in the study.
Given the prevalence of proportional representation and the use of multimember districts, Latin American electoral systems for the lower house tend to serve the function of
representativeness to the detriment of effectiveness and participation. Even though the
electoral systems in most countries use medium-sized districts, they generally provide
opportunities for smaller parties to obtain representation. This would be expected to frequently result in governments that lack majorities in the legislature, and in a fairly high
degree of party system fragmentation. Of the two wholly or partially majority systems, only
Chile’s is expected to concentrate legislative power and promote the election of majority
governments. The segmented Mexican system may also tend to concentrate representation.
The plurality portion of the system, the requirement that parties present candidates in at
least 200 single-member districts in order to field lists in the regional proportional representation constituencies, and the 2 percent threshold may limit the ability of small parties
to compete effectively. Despite their proportional design, the electoral systems of Panama
and the Dominican Republic would also be expected to favor more concentrated representation given the small size of electoral districts. However, the separate election cycles for
the presidency and legislative branch in the Dominican Republic tend to work against this
tendency.
Rankings for participation are relatively low, but there has been a trend in the study period toward offering voters the opportunity to choose from individual candidates as well as
different parties. The electoral systems in 11 of the 18 countries of the region allow voters a
personalized vote in a mixed system (Mexico), under personalized proportional representation (Bolivia and Venezuela), in a binominal system (Chile), and through proportional repre13

In the case of Colombia, parties are given the option of whether or not they want to allow voters to choose individual candidates.
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in a total of seven countries. In Brazil, Colombia,13 the Dominican Republic, Panama, and
Peru, the lists are closed and unblocked. In Ecuador and Honduras the lists are open and
voters can vote multiple times for candidates from different parties. Personalized voting is
also used in the binominal Chilean system.
Closed and blocked lists are used to elect senators in four countries (Argentina, Bolivia,
Paraguay, and Uruguay). In Mexico, the proportional representation component uses closed
and blocked lists, while the plurality component uses a personalized voting system. In the
Dominican Republic and Brazil, voters can vote for individual candidates. In Colombia, parties may decide whether they want to allow voters to choose individual candidates or not.

Type of system

Representativeness

Effectiveness

Participation

+

–

–

Argentina

Proportional representation in
medium-sized districts

Bolivia

Mixed-member proportional

++

–

±

Brazil

Proportional representation
in large districts

++

––

–

Chile

Binominal

–

+

+

Colombia

Proportional representation
in medium-sized districts

+

–

±

Costa Rica

Proportional representation
in medium-sized districts

+

–

–

Dominican
Republic

Proportional representation
in small districts

–

±

±

Ecuador

Proportional representation
in small districts

±

–

–

El Salvador

Proportional representation
in medium-sized districts

+

–

–

Guatemala

Proportional representation
in medium-sized districts

±

±

–

Honduras

Proportional representation
in medium-sized districts

+

–

–

Mexico

Mixed-member majority

+

–

±

Nicaragua

Proportional representation
in medium-sized districts

+

–

–

Panama

Proportional representation
in small districts

–

±

±

Paraguay

Proportional representation
in medium-sized districts

+

–

–

Peru

Proportional representation
in small districts

±

–

±

Uruguay

Proportional representation
in large districts

++

–

–

Venezuela

Mixed-member proportional

+

–

±

Note: ++ = highly fulfilled; + = fulfilled; ± = partially fulfilled; – = not very well fulfilled; and – – = only minimally fulfilled.

sentation with open lists (Ecuador and Honduras) and proportional representation systems
with preference voting (i.e., closed and unblocked lists in Brazil, Colombia, the Dominican
Republic, Panama, and Peru). In the other countries, the system of proportional representation with closed and blocked lists prevails. This system encourages a party-centered type
of representation, which inhibits electors from holding individual legislators accountable
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Table 3.7. Theoretical Evaluations of Electoral System Functions
in the Lower House

Table 3.8. Theoretical Evaluations of Electoral System Functions
in the Upper House
Representativeness

Effectiveness

Participation

Plurality with minority
representation

–

++

+

Bolivia

Plurality with minority
representation

–

++

+

Brazil

Plurality in single-member
and two-member districts

–

++

+

Chile

Binominal

Colombia

Proportional representation
in large (national) district

Dominican
Republic

Country

System

Argentina

–

++

+

++

––

––

Plurality

–

+

++

Mexico

Mixed-member majority,
plurality with minority
representation, and
proportional representation
in large (national) district

+

±

+

Paraguay

Proportional representation
in large (national) district

++

––

––

Uruguay

Proportional representation
in large (national) district

++

––

––

Note: ++ = highly fulfilled; + = fulfilled; ± = partially fulfilled; – = not very well fulfilled; and – – = only minimally fulfilled.
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for their positions on issues or their conduct in office. Under this type of system, the accountability of political officials, if it can be achieved, depends on the existence of internal
democratic mechanisms within parties that allow candidates and leadership to be selected
through an open and competitive process. However, as is seen in Chapter 7, internal party
democratization is in the beginning stages in most countries of the region.
In Bolivia, Mexico, and Venezuela, the selection of candidates for the plurality portion of
the electoral system remains fairly centralized. Features designed to promote participation
in the systems of Brazil, Ecuador, and Honduras would not be expected to fulfill this objective, given that personalized voting in such relatively large-district systems does not allow
the development of a close link between constituents and their representatives. This was
especially true in Peru between 1993 and 2000, when there was a single national district for
electing the 120 members of the national assembly.
Different types of majority systems are the norm for the upper houses in the nine countries with bicameral systems (Table 3.8). Just three of these nine elect their senators through
proportional representation, and all use a single national district. Included in this group
are Colombia, Paraguay, and Uruguay. Among the majority systems, Argentina and Bolivia

14

The theoretical rankings of representativeness shown in the graph are based on the electoral systems in existence
when these elections were held, and may no longer correspond to the current systems.
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elect their senators by plurality with minority representation; Brazil alternates between plurality in single-member districts and plurality in two-member districts; and the Dominican
Republic uses plurality in single-member districts. The Chilean system is binominal. The
Mexican system used to select the senate is segmented (like the system for its lower house),
with three-quarters of senators elected by plurality with minority representation, and onequarter by proportional representation in a national district.
Majoritarian systems generally receive low marks for representativeness but reasonably high marks for effectiveness and participation. Similar to projections for lower house
systems, proportional representation in large, national district systems for upper house
elections are expected to do well in representing the diverse political forces in society, and
less well in producing effective governments and building personal links between representatives and constituents. As with its lower house system, Mexico’s segmented upper house
system is again a compromise between the principles of proportionality and majoritarianism. The Mexican system is scored with a “±” for representativeness, since the proportional
representation part of the system should allow smaller parties to be represented, though
not proportionately. It is scored “±” for effectiveness, since the election of three-quarters of
the members through the plurality-with-minority-representation system should still tend
to give large parties a substantial share of the seats. Finally, the system is rated a “+” for
participation, since the plurality component allows constituents to get to know their senators reasonably well.
The next step is to examine whether the theoretical expectations of Latin America’s
electoral systems correspond, to any significant degree, with their actual functioning. Do
electoral systems that appear to be designed to favor representativeness produce reasonably proportional results? Do electoral system designs that appear to favor a concentration
of political forces and effectiveness actually do so? In this analysis, it will not be possible
to compare theoretical expectations of participation rates with outcome measures. Though,
in theory, it may be possible through public surveys or interviews of legislators to test the
closeness of the relationship between constituents and their representatives, the data do
not exist at the present time.
Figure 3.1 shows the degree of correspondence between the theoretical scores given
for representativeness in each country and the measured degree of disproportionality taken
from the most recent election results.14
Now that electoral formula, along with district magnitude, has been factored into the
scoring of the proportional representation list systems, the least-squares index of disproportionality corresponds more closely to theoretical expectations of the systems. Where the
systems have been scored “+” for representativeness, the index of disproportionality tends
to be relatively small, as would be expected. The systems ranked low for representativeness
(−) generally have higher indexes of disproportionality. The systems expected to moderately
favor representativeness (±) generally have a moderate disproportionality measure as well.
Clearly, however, the theoretical properties of electoral systems do not accurately predict electoral outcomes. There remains a considerable range in proportionality in each of the

Figure 3.1 Relation between Representativeness Scores and
Disproportionality, Lower House
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possible theoretical scores for representativeness. Guatemala and Honduras are outliers.
Guatemala has more disproportionate outcomes than would be expected, and Honduras,
less. As already indicated, it is likely that differences in the nature of the party systems
account for a large share of the differences in the proportionality of the results. While the
Honduran party system has been dominated by two political groupings, in Guatemala several significant parties typically compete for the presidency and legislative seats.
The two-way, imperfect nature of the relationship between electoral system attributes
and party system characteristics is even more evident when we compare the theoretical
expectations for effectiveness with a measure of the effective number of political parties
(Laakso and Taagepera, 1979).15 The index of the effective number of parties measures the
number of parties obtaining seats in the legislature, weighted by the proportion of seats
they obtain.

15

The index for the effective number of parties is computed by taking the inverse of the sum of the square of all
parties’ seat (or vote) shares. If there are three parties competing that receive close to an equal share of the vote,
then the result for the index would be close to three. But if two of the three parties receive about 45 percent of
the seats (or votes) each, and the third party receives only 10 percent, then the result would be about 2.4. The
index attempts to capture the fact that despite also having three parties, the latter system functions closer to a
two-party system, while the former functions more definitively like a three-party system.
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We have already seen that a more fragmented party system contributes to higher disproportionality by making it more difficult for a given electoral system (based on formula,
district magnitude, etc.) to fairly allocate seats among parties. More proportional systems
are expected to allow more parties to be represented and to encourage more parties to
compete for office. However, if this happens, a more proportional electoral system could
paradoxically lead to an increase in the disproportionality of electoral outcomes (or a
smaller decrease than expected) because of the greater number of parties contending for
the seats available.
Similarly, an electoral system’s properties do not exclusively determine the number
of significant political parties competing for or holding political office. This is because the
electoral system is clearly not the only factor affecting the nature of the party system. The
structure of today’s party systems is as much a product of long-term historical events and
social and political divisions as it is of the current properties of any electoral system. In
fact, one can view electoral systems themselves as products of this political history and of
the evolution of the party system structure. Electoral systems do not emerge in a vacuum
or from purely philosophical discussions. They are typically created by leading politicians
in order to promote the interests of specific political parties or movements. In addition, as
shown in the previous chapter, the presidential election system and the degree of concurrence between the presidential and legislative elections also influence the structure of the
party system.
Thus, while highly proportional electoral systems create incentives for party system
fragmentation, countries with such systems do not necessarily have a larger number of
significant parties than countries with less proportional systems. Nevertheless, if a given
country implements an electoral system reform that promotes greater proportionality, the
expected trend is one of new party formation and more small parties obtaining representation in congress. A trend in the opposite direction may occur, but is not to be expected.
Table 3.9 and Figure 3.2 show that some countries match expectations fairly well. Brazil,
which has an electoral system that favors representativeness and disfavors effectiveness,
has a highly fragmented party system. With an electoral system that is not very proportional,
a fairly large number of parties compete for seats in Guatemala, but few parties obtain significant representation.
There are, however, several countries with party systems that appear to diverge from
expectations. Honduras, Costa Rica, and Uruguay, whose electoral systems would be expected to foster a relatively large number of effective parties, have had fairly concentrated
party systems (as measured by the index of the effective number of parties). But there are
signs that, at least in Costa Rica, this is changing, and given the factionalized nature of
Uruguayan parties, it may not be correct to view this as a deviant case. While three major
parties typically dominate, the parties themselves are composed of factions that compete
internally for the party’s seat share.
Among the countries that scored “−” for effectiveness, there is a range of party system
outcomes, from a low of nearly two significant parties in Honduras and Paraguay to a high
of more than five in Bolivia and Ecuador. Chile also has more political parties than would
be expected in a binominal system; over the entire period, the average number of effective
parties in its lower house was 5.3. However, when party alliances rather than individual

Effective Effective
number
number
Disproportion- Effective- of parties of parties
ality index
(seats)
ness
(votes)

Country

Representativeness

Argentina

+

8.89

Bolivia

++

Brazil

++

Chile

Colombia

1

2

–

3.80

2.82

5.69

–

5.14

4.51

0.90

––

7.70

7.06

–

5.17

+

2.43

2.02

+

3.04

–

3.34

3.05

Costa Rica

+

5.18

–

3.02

2.51

Dominican Republic

–

5.68

+

2.96

2.47

Ecuador

±

8.10

–

7.21

5.90

El Salvador

+

4.89

–

3.42

3.17

Guatemala

±

8.43

–

5.36

3.42

Honduras

+

2.26

–

2.25

2.15

Mexico

±

6.87

–

2.84

2.37

Nicaragua

+

4.48

–

2.44

2.28

Panama

–

11.56

±

6.26

3.56

Paraguay

+

8.47

–

2.69

2.45

Peru
Uruguay
Venezuela

±

8.87

–

4.61

3.66

++

1.52

–

3.19

3.16

+

5.84

–

4.42

3.69

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Note: ++ = highly fulfilled; + = fulfilled; ± = partially fulfilled; – = not very well fulfilled; and – – = only minimally fulfilled.
1
The figures in parentheses are the values of the indexes if calculated on the basis of party alliances rather
than individual parties.
2
The least-squares index for the most recent election in Costa Rica was considerably higher than the 4.76
average score registered over the study period.

political parties are considered (values shown in Table 3.9), it is clear that Chile is not an
atypical case. The electoral system appears to have had its intended effect of promoting
government effectiveness by encouraging the formation and durability of two large alliances
of the center-left and center-right.
Given the influence of other country-specific factors, the effect of electoral system properties on political outcomes may be obscured in cross-national comparisons such as those
shown in Figure 3.2.16 A preferable way to examine the impact of electoral systems would be
16

As in Figure 3.1, the theoretical ranking of electoral effectiveness used in Figure 3.2 is based on the system used
during the most recent election, and not necessarily on the current system.
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Table 3.9. Theoretical Expectations Compared with
Outcome Measures, Lower House

Figure 3.2 Relation between Theoretical Effectiveness Rankings and
Indexes of the Effective Number of Parties
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to analyze the effects of reforms in specific countries over time. In the case of an individual
nation, the structural and historical factors that mediate between electoral system factors
and political outcomes are more easily defined.
The next section of this chapter examines the electoral system reforms of the past few
decades, and ventures to determine whether these reforms had the effects expected on
political representation outcomes. Such analysis is complicated in many cases by the brief
time period in which a reformed system has been in place, as well as by exogenous political
events, such as the delegitimization of the political party system, which may have a greater
impact on outcomes than changes to the electoral system.

Evolution of Latin American Electoral Systems

17

In examining the electoral system reforms, it is clear that many reforms have been implemented during the period of this study, which begins in most countries after the transition

17

Throughout this book, the period under review in each country starts when the transition to democracy took place
(see Preface) or, if democratic rule existed prior to 1978, the year the first president who served a complete term
took office after 1978. The study period goes to the end of 2005.
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Effective number of parties index

7

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

The type of electoral system, for example, from a proportional representation list system to a mixed-member proportional system
The number of legislative seats and the magnitude of electoral districts
The electoral formula, for example, from Hare to D’Hondt
The existence of legal thresholds for parties to obtain representation
The relative timing of presidential, legislative, and local elections
The degree of connection on the ballot between presidential and legislative elections
The type of voting choices available (strictly party list, candidate preference, multiple
candidate preference, etc.)

Electoral Reforms Affecting the Lower House
Table 3.10 shows the reforms to systems for electing representatives to the lower house.
Only three of the 18 countries studied did not change their legislative electoral system
during the period of the study (Brazil, Chile, and Costa Rica). In five countries (Bolivia,
the Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Peru, and Venezuela), changes were made in the type
of electoral system. Each of these reforms involved changes from one type of proportional
representation to another. In addition, significant changes in the voting choices presented
to electors were made in several countries. It is worth noting that in Chile and Mexico,
important electoral system reforms took place outside the period of the study. Chile moved
to the binominal system and Mexico to the segmented system.
Of the countries that made changes in electoral system type, Bolivia and Venezuela
adopted a mixed-member proportional system in place of a proportional representation
list system in medium-sized constituencies. In Peru, there was a shift from a proportional
representation list system in medium-sized districts to a “pure” proportional representation system in a national district (in both cases with preference votes). With the 2001
election, Peru returned again to a multimember district system consisting of 25 districts.
The Dominican Republic changed from a system of proportional representation in mediumsized constituencies to a proportional representation list system in small constituencies.
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to democracy. To understand these reforms from the standpoint of democratic governance,
they are examined in terms of their expected effects on the functions of representativeness,
effectiveness, and participation. Many of the reforms are fairly subtle in nature, involving a
slight adjustment of the electoral formula or small changes in the size of electoral districts.
They would not be expected to have a significant impact on representation outcomes. Left
out of this examination are many reforms that could be quite significant for the functioning of democracy, such as the creation of independent electoral commissions, or changes
to the regulations of electoral campaign and political party financing. Also not considered
in this review of national-level electoral reforms are far-reaching and significant reforms in
the systems used for selecting subnational executive officials and representatives. The trend
across the region has generally been one of adopting direct electoral popular elections for
choosing such officials, and increasingly separating these processes from the influence of
national electoral politics.
Changes in the following areas are noted:

Table 3.10. Lower House Electoral System Changes
Year

Argentina

1994

Bolivia

1986
1991
1994

Brazil
Chile3
Colombia

1991

2003

Costa Rica
Dominican
Republic

1985
1990
1994

1997

2002

Ecuador

1998

Nature of change

Expected effect

Only one midterm election instead of two
because of the shortening of the presidential
term from six to four years1
Seat allocation formula changed from
D’Hondt to double quotient2
Seat allocation formula changed from double
quotient to Saint-Lague divisor system
System changed from list proportional
representation to personalized proportional
representation (about half of deputies
elected through plurality in single-member
districts); plurality vote separated from vote
for president, vice president, and senate; 3
percent threshold introduced at national level
No changes
No changes
Reduction in the size of districts through the
creation of new districts; reduction in congress
size4
Creation of special districts for indigenous
groups
Parties limited to presenting one list in each
electoral district; in addition, parties given the
option to allow voters to choose individual
candidates instead of the party list
Seat-allocation formula changed from Hare
and greatest remainder to D’Hondt
No changes
Restoration of simultaneous vote for president
legislators
Redivision of separate votes for president and
legislators
Presidential and congressional elections
separated into different four-year cycles,
resulting in further separation of voting for
president and congress
Size of lower house increased from 120 to
149 deputies; average district magnitude
increased from four to five
Preferential voting introduced for election of
representatives to the lower house; new
electoral districts created through division of
the eight largest districts
System changed from list proportional
representation with small national district
and regional multimember constituencies to

Effectiveness +

Representativeness –
Effectiveness +
Representativeness +
Effectiveness –
Participation +

Representativeness –
Effectiveness +
Representativeness +
Representativeness –
Effectiveness +

Participation +

Effectiveness +
Participation –
Effectiveness –
Participation +
Effectiveness –
Participation +

Representativeness +
Effectiveness –
Participation +
Representativeness –

Representativeness –
Effectiveness –
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Country

Table 3.10. (continued)

El Salvador

Year

1988

Guatemala5 1990

1994

1998

Honduras

1985

1988

1992

1993

2004

Nature of change
plurality in multimember districts; 20-member
national constituency, maintained for 1998
election, eliminated for subsequent elections
All deputies elected at the same time as the
president (previously provincial, district-based
deputies had been elected every two years)
Size of congress increased from 82 to 121
seats; for 1998 election, 20 national deputies
instead of 12
Number of deputies increased from 60 to 84;
creation of national constituency for election
of 20 out of 84 deputies; electors still given
one vote for congress
Number of deputies increased from 100 to
116 (number of district deputies went from
75 to 87 and national deputies from 25 to 29)
Number of deputies reduced and fixed at 80
with 64 district deputies and 16 national
deputies
Separate vote for national deputies (the vote
for president previously entailed a vote for a
party list for the national district)
Number of deputies increased to 113, with
91 members elected in departmental
constituencies and 22 in national constituency
Number of deputies increased from 82 to 134;
average district magnitude increased from 4.6
to 7.4
Decree established that congress be composed
of a fixed number of 128 deputies; remainders
allocated at national level on the basis of
national quotient
Separate vote for president and deputies to
national congress; separate boxes on the
same ballot for president, congress, and
municipal councils
Requirement for fully separate ballots for
president, congress, and municipal councils
(this system was first used in 1997)
System changed from proportional
representation with closed and blocked lists
to proportional representation with open
lists and panachage (electors can vote for
as many candidates as there are seats to be
filled and can select them from different
party lists)

Expected effect

Effectiveness +

Representativeness +

Representativeness +

Representativeness –
Effectiveness +
Participation +

Representativeness +

Representativeness +
Effectiveness –

Participation +

Participation +

Participation +
Effectiveness –

(continued)
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Country

Country

Year

Nature of change

Expected effect

Mexico6

1986

Number of proportional representation seats
raised from 100 to 200; total size of chamber
increased from 400 to 500; plurality winner
assured majority in congress; change from
two votes to one; the Institutional
Revolutionary Party (PRI) given access to
seats won through proportional representation
Majority party limited to 70 percent of seats
in lower house; electoral alliances prohibited;
elector again given two votes, one for
candidate in plurality and one for party list
in proportional representation constituency
Any party receiving 35 percent of plurality
deputies and 35 percent of the national vote
guaranteed an absolute majority in the lower
house; limit of 60 percent of seats if party
obtains more than 60 percent of popular vote
Thirty-five percent rule eliminated

Representativeness +7
Participation –
Effectiveness +

1989

1990

1993
1996

1996
Nicaragua

1988

1992
1996

2000

Panama

1993

Participation +

Representativeness Effectiveness +

Representativeness +
Effectiveness –
Representativeness +
Effectiveness +

Threshold for representation raised from 1.5
percent to 2 percent; no party to be awarded
a percentage of total deputies over 8 percent
of the national vote percentage it obtains (if
this occurs solely in plurality seats, the rule
does not apply)
Creation of five multiple member
constituencies to replace national constituency
One of three steps for assigning seats (based
Representativeness
on the sum of district residuals and a new
Effectiveness +
quotient) eliminated, but regional assignment
of seats in order of more to less valid votes kept
Distribution formula for department level
Representativeness
changed to favor very small parties
Effectiveness –
Electoral regions established in 1984 replaced
by departmental districts of smaller
populations and smaller numbers of
Representativeness
deputies; creation of national constituency
Effectiveness –
of 20 deputies
An electoral law established mandating that
Representativeness
parties need to receive votes equivalent to
Effectiveness +
4 percent of all registered voters in order to
retain their legal status
A party restriction, introduced in 1988,
Representativeness
eliminated (the restriction had prevented
Participation +
parties from obtaining seats through residuals
that had not obtained a seat through quotas;
remaining seats were allocated first to parties

–

+

+

–

+

(continued)
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Table 3.10. (continued)

Table 3.10. (continued)

Paraguay

Year

1990
1990

Peru

1993

Peru

2000

Uruguay

1996

Venezuela

1990

1997

Nature of change
that had not obtained a seat but had minimally received a half quotient in the order
of the votes received; if seats remained, they
were allocated to the candidates receiving
the most votes, counting each of the lists in
which the candidate had postulated; the law
eliminated the deduction of the half quotient
as a means of assigning seats by residual);
impediment—in place since 1930—against a
party obtaining more than two-thirds of the
seats in a district also eliminated; separate
ballots put in place for each office
Separate ballots put in place for the election
of senators and deputies
Change from one national constituency to
18 multiple-member constituencies,
corresponding to the country’s 17
administrative departments and the capital
Change from a bicameral to a unicameral
system; basis of representation changed
from 25 multiple-member constituencies to
one national constituency; size of lower
house reduced from 180 to 120
Return to the use of 25 multiple-member
constituencies to elect 120 representatives
to the unicameral legislature
No change in legislative election system;
replacement of simultaneous presidential
election system with primaries (which had
implications for a number of factions
competing in the multiple simultaneous
vote system in the legislative elections)
Changed from proportional representation
list in medium-sized districts to personalized
proportional representation system; 35
percent of deputies elected by plurality
(in single-member districts) and 65 percent
by proportional representation; the vote
for deputies separated from the vote for
senators
Several multiple-member constituencies
created for plurality portions of the
chamber in the cases of large municipalities
that cannot be divided under the constitution;
half of deputies elected by plurality and
half by proportional representation

Expected effect

Participation +
Representativeness –
Participation +

Representativeness +
Participation –

Representativeness –

Effectiveness +

Participation +

Participation +

(continued)
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Country

Table 3.10. (continued)
Year
1998

1999

Nature of change
On a temporary basis, legislative elections
moved to occur one month before presidential
elections
Change to unicameral system; 60 percent of
deputies elected by plurality and 40 percent
by proportional representation; separation
of presidential elections from congressional
elections as a result of the lengthening of
the presidential term from five to six years
Reduction in the number of legislators in
the national assembly from 203 to 165

Expected effect
Participation +
Effectiveness –
Participation +
Effectiveness –8

Representativeness –
Effectiveness +

Source: Numerous sources were consulted in acquiring the information for this review of electoral reform in
the region. Included among the important secondary sources are: Abente (1996); Archer (1995); Caballero
Carrizosa (1998); Conaghan (1995); Fleischer (1998); Grullón (1999); IIHR (2000); Izaguirre (2000); Nohlen
(1993); Urbina Mohs (2000).
1
A new province was added (Tierra del Fuego in 1990), which increased the number of deputies in the lower
house from 254 to 257.
2
The double quotient requires that parties receive at least one quota (total valid votes/seats contested)
before they can receive any seats through remainders.
3
With the adoption of the 1980 constitution during the Pinochet regime (1973–1990), Chile replaced the
proportional representation system with the binominal system. This change is not mentioned in the table
since it occurred outside of the period of the study, i.e., before the transition to democracy in Chile.
4
See Archer and Shugart (1997) for the broader impact of the change in terms of clientelistic practices.
On the one hand, smaller districts make it harder to win with a narrow base of support. But expanding
the number of districts may create some very underpopulated districts where particularistic appeals can
flourish.
5
The changes in the number of seats in the Guatemalan congress after 1994 result in part from a requirement that a fixed ratio between population and congressmen numbers be maintained.
6
In Mexico, the segmented electoral system was adopted in 1977. This change is not mentioned in the table
since it occurred outside of the study period.
7
The increase in the size of the proportional representation part of the system would be expected to enhance the representation of minority parties. But the fact that the PRI was given access to the seats won
through proportional representation could have enhanced the share of seats won by the majority party.
8
The elimination of the senate tends to promote greater effectiveness, since one potential point of opposition to the government has been eliminated. But the separation of the presidential and legislative
elections tends to undermine effectiveness by increasing the chances that a different party or coalition
can control the legislature than that which controls the presidency. As pointed out in Chapter 2, it may
also lead to an increase in the number of parties in the legislature. When presidential and congressional
elections are held concurrently, legislative votes tend to be channeled toward the parties of the leading
presidential candidates. This limits the number of parties that obtain representation and increases the
chances that the president’s party will obtain a large share of legislative seats.

Ecuador changed from a proportional representation system with closed and blocked lists
to a plurality system in multimember electoral districts for the 1998 election. In the subsequent 2002 election, it changed back to proportional representation, but this time with
open lists and panachage.
Although not representing a change in election system type as defined here, Honduras’s
2004 change from a proportional representation system with closed and blocked lists to one
with open lists also represents a significant reform. Though also not a formal change in electoral system, the recent electoral reform in Colombia was profound. By limiting each party
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Country

18

With the reduction in the presidential term from six to four years in 2005, Chile returned to having simultaneous
presidential and legislative elections.
19
A significant trend has been the proliferation of elections for choosing representatives and leaders at the subnational level, and an increased separation of these elections from national ones, both in timing and ballot
structure. A systematic treatment of this matter, however, is beyond the scope of this chapter.
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to one list presented in each district and adopting a more restrictive formula for converting
votes into seats, the reform should help restore significance to party labels and promote
greater party system cohesion.
In addition to changing their electoral system, some countries changed the timing of
presidential and legislative elections. As shown in Chapter 2 (see Table 2.5), Chile,18 the
Dominican Republic, and Venezuela shifted from systems with either fully or partially simultaneous elections to ones with nonconcurrent cycles. Brazil and Ecuador moved in the
opposite direction, while Argentina moved slightly toward greater simultaneity.
Other important reforms were the separation of the election ballot for legislators from
the ballots for other offices such as the presidency or upper house seats. Such reforms
were adopted in the Dominican Republic, Guatemala, Honduras, Panama, Paraguay, and
Uruguay.
The other types of changes noted in Table 3.10 relate mainly to the territorial distribution of legislative seats, the size of the chamber and the magnitude of electoral districts,
and the type of formula used to assign seats.
Although one can observe a tendency toward strengthening representativeness and
participation, the trend is not pronounced. There have been changes that favor representativeness in El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, and Panama. However,
in a few of these cases, the changes were limited. The only countries that clearly moved in
the opposite direction were the Dominican Republic and Paraguay, with a change from a
proportional representation system using larger districts to one with smaller districts.
Since greater emphasis on representation usually entails a larger number of parties in
the legislature and less chance of majority governments, the changes in these countries
have generally coincided with less effectiveness. In the case of Guatemala, the changes
reflected in Table 3.11 entail improvement in representativeness, but data from the last
election (2003) also indicate that the number of parties in congress doubled (the effective number of parties rose from 2.35 to 4.56; see Table 3.12). In some cases, effectiveness
decreased with the separation of legislative and presidential elections, either because of
separate timing or because separate ballots were introduced—as was the case with representatives elected through a national list in Guatemala, the election of the president and
legislators in Honduras, and representatives elected by plurality in Bolivia.
Though proportional representation with closed and blocked party lists remains the
norm in the region, there has been a shift in favor of participation, giving voters greater
choice over the individuals who will represent them. The moves to mixed-member proportional systems in Bolivia and Venezuela were the first changes in this direction. More
recently, preference voting was adopted in Colombia (on an optional basis) and the
Dominican Republic. Electoral lists were opened in Ecuador and Honduras in 1998 and
2004, respectively. The separation of legislative election ballots from those for the presidency and other offices, such as senate seats,19 has also given voters greater discretion and
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weakened the hold of parties over voter decisions. Nevertheless, in many of the countries,
party leaders or party organizations still exercise considerable control over determining the
particular individuals who are elected and reelected to congress. This undermines the link
between representatives and constituents.
Table 3.11 shows changes over time in the disproportionality of outcomes produced
by the Latin American lower house electoral systems. Examining the regional average (see
Table 3.11), it is clear that there has not been a dramatic shift in the function of representativeness over the period. On average, Latin American systems continue to generate
relatively proportional outcomes, neither discriminating strongly against smaller parties
nor unduly favoring large parties. Nor have there been many dramatic changes in individual
countries. Peru experienced a substantial increase in proportionality after 1993, as a consequence of the change from medium-sized, multimember constituencies to a single national
district. In 2001, the proportionality of outcomes decreased with the reinstatement of the
original multimember district system.
How do Latin American election systems perform with respect to effectiveness? To answer this question completely, of course, one would need to determine the number of effective parties most compatible with a well-performing presidential democracy. But this depends
on other factors such as the degree of ideological polarization between the parties, the disposition of political parties toward cooperation, and parties’ internal cohesiveness. In several
countries of the region the problem of governing in the context of multiparty systems has
been addressed by forming party alliances and coalitions (what might be called “presidentialism through coalitions,” to be examined further in Chapter 4). Nevertheless, the possibilities
for effective government would still seem to be complicated in numerous cases by the high
degree of party system fragmentation reinforced by the proportional representation system.
Figure 3.3 shows changes over time in the effective number of parties represented in
the legislature. On average, a substantial increase occurred in the region between the 1980s
and the 1990s. While in the first period, the number of parties ranged from 2.5 to 3.0, in the
second they ranged from 3.5 to 4.0. The years 2000–2005 are also characterized by growth
in the number of parties, though whether or not this trend will hold throughout the decade
remains to be seen.
Table 3.12 shows the effective number of parties of individual countries underlying these
regional trends. First, one can see that the increase in the number of parties between 1980
and 1990 is not explained by the inclusion of new countries with greater party fragmentation; in fact, the countries of most recent democratization (Brazil, Chile, and Nicaragua) had
lower than average levels of fragmentation when they were incorporated into the sample.
Second, the regional trend was characterized by considerable increases in a relatively
small number of countries. By far the most pronounced increases in party system fragmentation occurred in Brazil from 1986 to 1990, and in Venezuela from 1988 to 1993 and again in
1998. In neither case could the change be attributed to an electoral system reform, since in
Brazil no significant reform occurred, and in Venezuela the reform should not have strongly
affected the proportionality of the system. There was also a large increase in the number of
effective parties represented in the legislature in Peru between 1985 and 1990, but the trend
ended in 1995 despite a constitutional reform that emphasized greater proportionality. Less
pronounced increases in the number of effective parties occurred in Bolivia, Ecuador, El

Table 3.11. Evolution of Latin American Electoral
Systems: Representativeness

Country
Argentina

1978–
1981

1982–
1985

1986–
1989

1990–
1993

1994–
1997

1998–
2001

2002–
2004

—

5.23

6.28

6.04

5.75

8.61

8.89

Bolivia

5.72

3.80

6.94

6.48

4.41

—

5.64

Brazil

—

—

3.46

3.20

3.08

2.65

0.90

Chile

—

—

7.02

5.59

8.20

5.17

—

3.23

1.43

3.26

2.87
(1990)
3.11
(1991)

4.90

3.47

3.04

Colombia

Costa Rica

5.47

3.18

3.25

4.59

5.50

6.57

5.18

Dominican
Republic

3.46

5.57

5.64

4.95

4.83

5.04

5.68

11.06

11.82

17.04

4.60

5.18

8.10

—

Ecuador
El Salvador

—

10.45

4.87

3.88

4.70

4.58

4.89

Guatemala

—

11.41

—

11.03

12.42

11.72

8.43

Honduras

0.93

1.34

2.70

2.13

2.92

2.26

—

Mexico

1.42

6.91

3.53

2.52

7.08

6.37

6.87

Nicaragua

—

—

—

1.79

2.14

4.48

Panama

—

—

—

—

15.55

12.52

11.56

2.28

8.47

Paraguay

—

—

8.23

5.91

—

9.30

7.88

—

6.63

2.80

1.54
(2000)
8.87
(2001)

—

0.41

0.54

—

0.43

0.60

Venezuela

4.22

4.97

4.02

3.85

—

Average

4.98

5.72

5.37

4.81

5.16

Peru

Uruguay

5.42
(1998)
6.25
(2000)
5.53

—

—

1.52
—

6.39

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Note: Indexes are presented for four-year periods (except the last period from 2002 to 2004). In general, elections are held every four years, so the number for a given country reflects the election held in that period.
Among the exceptions are Peru, where elections were held in 2000 and 2001, and Argentina, where part
of the lower house is elected every two years. In these cases, the numbers for the corresponding periods
reflect the average of the index value for the two contests covered. The same procedure is used for Table
3.12. Dashes indicate absence of data, either because during the years indicated elections were not held, or
because the country was not yet considered to have made its transition to a democratic system.
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Index of disproportionality based on elections to the lower house

Figure 3.3 Changes in the Effective Number of Parties and in
Disproportionality in the Lower House
6.5
6.0

5.0
4.5

18 countries

4.0
3.5
3.0
2.5
2.0
1.5

Number of parties

1.0

20 0 4

20 0 3

20 0 1

20 0 2

20 0 0

19 9 7

19 9 8

19 9 6

19 9 5

19 9 3

19 9 4

19 9 2

19 9 1

19 9 0

19 8 8

19 8 9

19 8 7

19 8 6

19 8 4

19 8 5

19 8 3

19 8 2

19 8 1

19 8 0

19 7 9

19 7 8

0.0

19 9 9

Disproportionality

0.5

Note: Countries are included in the regional average beginning with their first year of inclusion in
the study, as defined in the Preface. The regional average for any given year includes values from all
of the countries for which the start year has already been passed, with the index values from a given
election being held constant until the subsequent election.

Salvador, and Mexico. In each of these cases, an electoral system reform favored the function of representativeness at the expense of effectiveness. But it is doubtful, at least in the
case of Ecuador and Mexico, that electoral reform was the main factor driving the increase
in the number of effective parties.
Table 3.12 shows that on the basis of the data from the most recent elections, in four
countries (Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, and Ecuador) there are more than five parties with
significant representation in the legislature. When there are three or more parties with significant representation, the president is unlikely to be elected with a majority in congress.
On the basis of data from the most recent elections, nearly all of the countries studied are
in this situation. The exceptions are Chile (when one considers its stable coalitions rather
than its parties), the Dominican Republic, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Uruguay.

Electoral Reforms Affecting the Upper House
Among the 11 countries that had bicameral systems at the start of the study period, there
have been relatively few changes affecting the representativeness of the electoral system for
the upper house (Table 3.13). In Peru and Venezuela, there has been a shift to a unicameral
system that in both cases could be seen to favor effectiveness since it eliminated an important potential source of opposition to the executive’s initiatives and eased the problem of
developing legislative compromises.
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5.5

Table 3.12. Effective Number of Parties According to
Number of Legislative Seats in the Lower House

Argentina

1978–
1981

1982–
1985

1986–
1989

1990–
1993

1994–
1997

1998–
2001

2002–
2004

—

2.32

2.77

3.01

2.68

2.86

3.82

Bolivia

4.13

4.31

3.92

4.29

5.36

—

5.06

Brazil

—

—

2.83

8.68

8.15

7.13

8.49

Chile

—

—

2.04

2.00

2.01

2.03

—

2.06

1.98

2.45

2.17
(1990)
3.00
(1991)

2.72

3.21

6.80

Colombia

Costa Rica

2.38

2.27

2.21

2.21

2.29

2.56

3.68

Dominican
Republic

1.99

2.25

2.53

3.05

2.43

2.32

2.72

Ecuador

3.94

6.15

5.87

6.58

5.28

5.73

7.69

El Salvador

—

2.56

2.41

3.01

3.60

3.47

3.54

Guatemala

—

2.98

—

4.44

3.10

2.35

4.56

Honduras

2.17

2.12

2.00

2.03

2.18

2.41

—

Mexico

1.77

1.79

3.04

2.21

2.58

2.55

3.02

Nicaragua

—

—

—

2.05

2.79

1.99

—

Panama

—

—

3.72

—

4.33

3.26

2.92

2.27

3.18

Paraguay

—

—

1.89

2.45

—

2.46

2.31

—

5.83

2.91

4.00
(2000)
6.63
(2001)

—

2.92

3.33

—

3.30

3.07

Venezuela

2.65

2.42

2.83

4.74

—

Average

2.62

2.80

2.84

3.87

3.51

Peru

Uruguay

6.05
(1998)
3.44
(2000)
3.04

—

2.41
—

4.62

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Note: Dashes indicate absence of data, either because during the years indicated elections were not held, or
because the country was not yet considered to have made its transition to a democratic system.

The adoption of a national district in Colombia, a proportional representation component in Mexico, and a system of plurality with minority representation in Argentina would
be expected to enhance representativeness to some degree. The separation of the vote for
senators from the vote for other offices in the Dominican Republic and Paraguay favors
participation, since voters have more freedom to select the particular candidates or parties they prefer. But this change—especially in the Dominican Republic, where not only the
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Country

Country

Year

Nature of change

Expected effect

Argentina

1994

Participation +
Representativeness +

Bolivia
Brazil
Chile
Colombia

1991

Change in direct election of senators
(previously they were elected by provincial
assemblies); senators’ terms reduced from
nine to six years; number of senators
elected per district increased from two to
three, with one seat for representation of
the first minority1
No changes
No changes
No changes
Regional multimember districts replaced by
a single national district of 100 members
Creation of special districts for indigenous
persons and persons of African descent
Return to simultaneous vote for president
and congressmen

Dominican
Republic

Mexico

1985
1990

Return to system of two votes, one for the
president and one for congressmen

1994

Presidential and legislative elections
separated into different four-year cycles

1994

Vote for senatorial candidates separated
from vote for lower house party lists
Number of each state’s senators increased
from two to four, with three seats going
to the party receiving the most votes and
one seat to the first minority
Number of senators in each state reduced
from four to three, and a 32-member
national constituency created; the senate
electoral system segmented like the lower
house system, with three-quarters of the
members elected by plurality with minority
representation, and one-quarter by
proportional representation in a national
constituency
Separate ballots put in place for the
election of senators and deputies
Change from bicameral to unicameral
system (the senate was previously elected
in a large national district)
No changes
Vote for deputies separated from vote
for senate; electors given three votes for
congress; for the lower house, electors
may choose a candidate in the plurality
districts and a party list in the proportional
representation part of the system; they
also choose a party list for senate
Change to unicameral system

1993

1996

Paraguay

1990

Peru

1993

Uruguay
Venezuela

1996
1990

1999

Representativeness +
Participation –
Representativeness +
Representativeness –
Effectiveness +
Participation –
Representativeness +
Effectiveness – –
Participation +
Representativeness +
Effectiveness – –
Participation +
Representativeness +
Effectiveness – –

Representativeness +
Participation –
Effectiveness –

Participation +
Effectiveness +
Representativeness –

Participation +

Effectiveness +

Note: ++ = highly fulfilled; + = fulfilled; ± = partially fulfilled; – = not very well fulfilled; and – – = only
minimally fulfilled.
1
The senate chamber increased from 46 to 48 due to the addition of Tierra del Fuego as a province in
1990.
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Table 3.13. Changes in Upper House Electoral Systems

Conclusions
The most common system used for electing representatives to the lower house (or the
national assembly in the case of unicameral systems) is proportional representation with
closed and blocked party lists. Medium-sized districts, averaging about five to six representatives per constituency, are also the norm. Five of the nine bicameral systems use a form
of plurality system for electing senators, while one uses a mixed system (Mexico) and three
use a pure proportional system. Thus, with respect to the lower house, the function of representativeness is favored by most Latin American electoral systems, but not to an extreme
degree. Small parties have a chance to obtain representation, although usually not in full
proportion to their electoral strength. Given the predominance of proportional electoral
systems in lower houses, effectiveness is relatively deemphasized. In such systems, there
is little assurance that presidents will obtain majorities in congress, and a fairly large number of parties can typically obtain significant representation. In the context of presidential
systems, where the head of government and legislators have separate bases of legitimacy
and fixed tenures, it could be difficult to establish a consensual basis for governing when
political power is so fragmented.
The bicameral nature of nine of the political systems would be expected to complicate
effectiveness even further, since the executive must try to amass majorities in two chambers simultaneously. This problem may be mitigated to some extent in the case of plurality
systems, or when upper house elections are held simultaneously with that for the president. But effectiveness may be particularly compromised when the upper house is elected
through a pure proportional representation system.
Regarding the function of participation, the predominance of closed and blocked party
lists in the electoral systems for both the lower and upper houses tends to impede the
development of close links between constituents and their representatives. In many cases,
constituents typically do not know who their representatives are, let alone monitor legislators’ votes in congress or levels of job competence. In many of the cases, all—or a significant share—of the votes made in congress are not recorded (Carey, 2004). For their part,
representatives have little incentive to appeal to their constituents on the basis of policy
positions or constituents’ particular needs. This tendency is also reinforced by the relatively
low proportion of legislators who seek or obtain reelection in many of the countries in the
region (Cox and Morgenstern, 2001). Thus, incentives generally lead legislators to focus their
attention on pleasing national or regional party leaders in order to obtain privileged positions in the party list for the next election, or to be favored as candidates for other elected
or appointed political offices. Partly as a consequence of electoral-system-based incentives,
the legislature in most countries has failed to develop an assertive and independent role in
policy making or in overseeing the executive branch (as discussed further in Chapter 4).
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ballot structure but the timing relative to the presidential election was changed—could
undermine effectiveness, since it increases the chance that the senate may be controlled by
the political opposition. The move to direct election of senators in Argentina also clearly
favors the function of participation.
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Theoretically, proportional representation systems with closed and blocked lists would
be expected to foster the development of “strong” parties, if only in one sense of the word.
Legislators in such systems typically tend to follow the orders of their particular leaders,
and thus parties can operate with some cohesion. But these systems do not necessarily
help build parties that earn the loyalty and respect of citizens, or that represent clear sets
of principles and programmatic orientations. Individual legislators’ lack of accountability
has likely contributed to the growing sense of disconnection between citizens and political
parties, as well as the eroding legitimacy of politicians in general.
During the period of this study, most countries have reformed the rules governing the
election of legislators in some way; several have adopted multiple, and sometimes contradictory, reforms. Only in five countries, however, did the reforms represent a change in
the type of electoral system (as defined in this chapter). In all five cases, the changes were
from one form of proportional representation to another. Though there are few reforms that
would be expected to profoundly affect the proportionality of electoral outcomes, in general
these reforms have tended to favor representativeness at the expense of effectiveness.
Thus, while the region had fairly fragmented party systems in the beginning of the
study period, electoral system reforms seem to have only strengthened this tendency. The
reforms, therefore, have not followed the conventional wisdom, found in academic writings,
that a more concentrated party system is necessary to make presidential democracy work
more effectively.
There have also been different types of reforms aimed at enhancing the discretion of
voters in choosing their representatives. The most comprehensive reform was the adoption
of personalized proportional representation systems in Bolivia and Venezuela. It is difficult
to assess the impact of these changes in terms of democratic governability. In Venezuela, it
is clear that the reform neither caused nor prevented the breakdown of the traditional party
system or the onset of the broader crisis of the legitimacy of the nation’s democratic system.
This reform was probably implemented at a time when the discrediting of traditional leaders and institutions had already reached a critical point. Others have criticized the reform
as not going far enough to curtail the power of central party leaders in selecting legislative
candidates (Crisp, 1997; Kulisheck, 1997; Shugart, 2001).
Brazil, Colombia, the Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Honduras, and Peru have different
forms of preference votes in their legislative election systems that might be expected to
promote a stronger link between voters and representatives. However, given the demands of
information and time, it is difficult for citizens in multimember district systems to make an
informed choice among the large number of contending candidates and parties. In addition,
the uncohesive and often unprogrammatic nature of parties—characteristics that are likely
to be reinforced under such a system—undermine the ability of electors to use their votes
to signal preferences to politicians about important policy issues, and to hold legislators
accountable on that basis.
Another type of reform, adopted in several countries, that has enhanced citizen discretion in choosing leaders is the separation of ballots for legislative offices from those for the
presidency and subnational political offices. When this has been done without separating
the timing of presidential and legislative elections, it has usually enhanced participation
without significantly undermining effectiveness.
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Clearly, determining the appropriate electoral system design for a given country is
fraught with difficulties. There are significant trade-offs entailed in adopting reforms aimed
at enhancing performance in a given function—be it representativeness, effectiveness, or
participation. Adopting the combined system is one way to increase ties between citizens
and legislators without sacrificing too much in the functions of representativeness or effectiveness. This goal could also be advanced by the adoption of reforms that lie outside the
scope of the narrow electoral system traits considered in this chapter. For example, adopting primaries for selecting candidates and using democratic procedures to choose party
leaders could also help to strengthen the credibility of parties and enhance the ties between
voters and legislators. This issue is the focus of Chapter 7.
In sum, while many electoral system reforms have been adopted in Latin America
during the period of this study, relatively few have involved a dramatic change in system
design. The electoral reforms implemented do not appear to have significantly alleviated
the problems of governability, or to have raised the credibility of representative institutions
in the region. In some cases, the frequent changes in the rules may, in fact, have contributed to increased uncertainty and volatility. Twenty-six years after the onset of the wave of
democratic transitions in the region, the 18 countries in this study have, for the most part,
retained their proportional electoral systems.
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4

Balancing Executive and
Legislative Prerogatives:
The Role of Constitutional
and Party-Based Factors
At the onset of the third wave of democratization in Latin America, a debate over the
fundamental structure of political regimes hung over the political landscape. Many academic studies asserted that among the reasons for the previous collapse of Latin American
democracies in the 1960s and 1970s were the inherent deficiencies of presidentialism,1 the
form of democracy of all 18 Latin American countries in this study. This conclusion was
shared by a significant group of scholars and political elites in the region, who argued that
a second transition to a parliamentary system of government was necessary if both new and
restored Latin American democracies were to survive.
Pessimism about the viability of presidentialism is rooted in three broad concerns
(Shugart and Mainwaring, 1997). The first is that the separate election of the president and
legislature, and a consequent “dual legitimacy,” often results in political stalemate. Especially
in the case of relatively fragmented party systems, it is common for the president’s party to
lack a majority in the legislature. This outcome is even more likely if the legislature is bicameral, given that lower and upper houses often elect members through different rules, out of
different geographical constituencies, and at different times. In the context of presidentialism, governing can be quite difficult when the president’s party lacks a majority, because
opposition parties have relatively weak incentives to cooperate (Jones, 1995). Opposition parties are not disposed to help the executive because, while they are unlikely to receive much of
the credit for policy successes, they are likely to absorb a good share of the blame for policy
1

See Linz (1978, 1990), Valenzuela (1978, 1994), Di Palma (1990), Lijphart (1990), Suárez (1982), and Mainwaring
(1990, 1993).
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failures. In addition, refusal to support the executive branch does not jeopardize legislators’
tenure in office in a presidential system as it might in a parliamentary one. As a consequence,
presidents may find it difficult to rally support from members of even their own party.
The second concern about presidentialism is that the executive and legislators’ fixed
terms of office can contribute to instability; the system may be politically paralyzed for an
intolerable period or stuck with an incompetent or unpopular president. The very stability
of the constitutional order could be threatened by various factors, including attempts to
extend the term of a successful and admired president, or oust a lame-duck and ineffective
president. In contrast, parliamentary systems are considered to be more flexible; unpopular
governments can be removed by votes of no confidence, while popular and effective ones
can be reaffirmed and strengthened through the calling of new elections.
Finally, critics lambaste the winner-take-all nature of presidential elections. Though
presidents are rarely elected with the support of more than a slim majority of the electorate (and often considerably less), they gain sole possession of the nation’s single most
prestigious and powerful political office for a defined period of time. Nevertheless, their
direct popular election from a national constituency is likely to give them an inflated sense
of legitimacy and dissuade them from engaging in the painstaking and troublesome task of
negotiating and building coalitions with the opposition (Linz, 1994). In contrast, the norm in
European parliamentary systems is a coalition government founded on the support of two
or more parties, which together represent an often large majority of the electorate.
More balanced political observers, however, point out that presidential regimes also
have several advantages, and parliamentary systems are not without flaws (Shugart and
Carey, 1992; Nohlen and Fernández, 1991; Mainwaring and Shugart, 1997). First, presidential regimes provide voters with more electoral choices, allowing them to choose a head of
government and representatives who can more closely reflect their specific preferences.
Second, presidential systems provide citizens with a more direct mechanism by which
to hold the government accountable and indicate their preferences in government policy
(Samuels and Shugart, 2003). While in multiparty parliamentary contexts, citizens often
cannot know the implications of their vote for the partisan composition of government,
in presidential systems they can reward or punish the incumbent president and governing
party with their votes and directly signal a preference for a particular governing agenda.
Third, presidential regimes give legislators more freedom to debate alternative policy
options, since opposition to the government does not endanger the survival of the government or risk the calling of new elections. Open debate in the legislature can promote
a broader consensus behind laws, avoid the enactment of poorly considered legislation,
permit constituent-centered political representation, and enhance oversight of the executive branch. However, the potential cost of the checks and balances revered by the founding
fathers of the United States is the political stalemate derided by critics of presidentialism.
The fourth argument in favor of presidential systems is that the fixed terms of presidents
may provide more stability than can sometimes be achieved in parliamentary systems. The
possibility of recomposing the government or calling new elections in parliamentary systems is a potentially beneficial escape valve that allows a way—short of a coup—out of a
crisis or stalemate. However, in the context of weak, fragmented, or polarized party systems
it may be difficult to sustain a viable coalition government. The consequence could be a
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high level of cabinet instability, which impairs government performance and possibly destabilizes the political system.
Finally, presidentialism may not necessarily encourage winner-take-all attitudes more
than parliamentary systems. The balance of power in presidential systems should impede
the possibility that the winner of the presidential election will assume all power. In parliamentary systems with single-party majorities, it is more likely for the winner of the election
to assume a dominant status with few restraints on the exercise of public authority.
Even in theory, it is difficult to sustain the idea that parliamentary systems are unequivocally superior. In practice, parliamentary systems have failed to gain enough support,
both among the elite and general populations of Latin American countries, to be chosen as
a system of government. Despite the sympathy of certain elite elements for parliamentary
government, only in a couple of countries have proposals to change democratic regime
design been seriously considered by politicians and the broader public. In each of these
cases, the move to a parliamentary system was rejected. Given that a massive shift of political regimes in the region is highly unlikely, attention has focused on the impact that more
specific types of institutional arrangements may have on presidential system performance
(Mainwaring, 1997; Mainwaring and Shugart, 1997; Shugart and Carey, 1992; Nohlen and
Fernández, 1991; Chasquetti, 2001; Lanzaro, 2001).
The efficiency and stability of presidential democracies is largely dependent on the
manner in which the inherent tension between the executive and the legislative branches
is resolved. This tension is muted in parliamentary systems, in which the government is
elected by the legislature and must maintain its confidence. If the governing cabinet loses
the support of the legislature, either the partisan composition of the cabinet is reshuffled
or the parliament is dissolved and new elections held. Given the separate election of the
executive and legislative branches—usually through different electoral procedures, out of
different constituencies, and sometimes at different times—and their consequently separate bases of legitimacy, conflict between the two branches is more obvious and pervasive
in presidential systems than in parliamentary ones.
The actual experience of presidential systems in the region has been somewhat mixed.
The record disagrees with the most pessimistic prognostications of presidentialism’s critics, but does not contradict the expectation of frequent and significant interbranch conflict.
Despite the frequency of minority governments and fragmented party systems, constitutional crises have not resulted—with only a few exceptions—in the breakdown of democratic
systems. However, on several occasions, conflict between the branches of government has
contributed to the premature interruption of elected mandates as a result of impeachment,
forced resignation, or the suspension of congress. While in previous decades such changes
of government were often led by the military and entailed the dissolution of congress, in
the period after 1978, congress and societal groups became the lead actors in the impeachment or forced resignation of presidents (Pérez-Liñán, 2003). Some scholars have noted that
the formal rigidity of presidential regimes has been circumvented to some extent by the
introduction of this quasi-parliamentary practice of congress- or populace-led removal of
presidents (Carey, 2002; Hochstetler, 2006). From 1978 through the end of 2005 there were
15 cases in which either presidents were forced to leave office before the end of their terms,
or congress was suspended and replaced by a constituent assembly (Negretto, 2006).

2

See Shugart (2001) and Carey and Shugart (1995) for a discussion of the role of the electoral system in influencing
legislators to focus on national policy matters.
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A growing body of research questions the correlation between the absence of a partisan
majority for the president and the likelihood of governing crises (Cheibub, 2002; Negretto,
2006; Chasquetti, 2001). Presidents who lack an outright partisan majority in congress still
possess mechanisms and powers with which to foster interbranch cooperation. These include constitutional powers, such as agenda setting and decree and veto making. Bargaining
mechanisms include policy trades, cabinet posts, and pork spending that can be used to
build informal legislative coalitions or more formal cabinet coalitions (Negretto, 2006). The
risks of instability in the cases of a presidential party minority in congress are likely to depend on an array of factors, including the extent of the president’s powers, whether or not
a governing cabinet majority can be formed, and the policy position of the president’s party
relative to that of the median legislative party (Colomer and Negretto, 2005).
Two caricatures of executive-legislative relations in Latin America are common in the
literature. In one, the executive is perceived as the dominant actor, with the legislature
serving as little more than a rubber stamp on the president’s policy agenda. If the legislature balks at a presidential proposal, then the president uses decrees and other powers to
railroad the proposal through. The legislature is also weak in its monitoring and control of
executive activities, opening the way for corruption and public fund mismanagement.
The second caricature is of an executive lacking in partisan support whose plans are
constantly thwarted by an obstructionist congress. The president alleviates or overcomes
this situation only by abusing his or her decree and emergency powers or by dispensing
favors to the constituencies of wavering legislators, providing concessions on legislation, or
giving outright bribes. Sometimes the partisan stalemate results in a constitutional crisis in
which either the president is prematurely removed or the congress is dissolved.
Even if these caricatures are believed to have some validity, they are at least partially
contradictory. Is the primary difficulty in the operation of presidentialism in Latin America
one of legislative gridlock, or of executive domination and legislative submission? Or perhaps both of these imbalances can be observed in various historical and regional contexts?
These stereotypes have one common feature: the relative lack of legislative capacity for
positive, collective action in the lawmaking and oversight processes. In both caricatures, the
legislature is portrayed as an agent that mainly reacts to the initiatives and agendas of the
executive, rather than one that also directs and steers the legislative or oversight processes.
If factual, the relative weakness of legislatures in pursuing policy goals or carrying out oversight responsibilities through collective action could be due to a number of different factors.
These include the fragmented character of both party and broader representation systems
(multiple parties or regionalized representation), the nature of electoral system incentives
(see Chapter 3), the institutional weakness of political parties (see Chapter 6), the alignment of partisan political forces, the large constitutional powers of presidents, the weak
institutional capacity of legislatures, and cultural traditions. Given the incentives flowing
from these and other sources, legislators may find it more rewarding to orient themselves
toward delivering goods to their constituents or courting the favor of party leaders than
pursuing broader national policy goals.2

Types of Presidential Powers
This chapter does not aim to substantiate any particular assessment of the state of executive-legislative relations in Latin America or any other region. Instead, it concentrates on
comparing the countries of the region in relation to two factors that are expected to exert
a direct influence on the effectiveness of these relations: (1) the nature of the president’s
constitutional powers; and (2) the degree of his or her partisan powers, or partisan support
in congress.3
Both influence the extent to which a president is able to mold policy. The first is built
into the formal design of the presidential system, as embodied in the constitution, and
changes only as a consequence of explicit reforms of constitutional norms or related laws.
The president’s constitutional powers can be divided into two sets—direct powers in the

3

These powers are delineated and assessed for Latin American countries in Shugart and Carey (1992). The power
categories and scoring criteria for the powers set forth by these authors are the starting point for those followed
in this chapter, but the measurements are taken from UNDP (2004).
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To the extent that congress refrains from positive engagement in national policy matters, it might be responsible for the particular difficulties encountered in the event of a
legislature controlled by opposition parties. This may also account for congress’s failure to
implement effective oversight of the executive branch. If congress is accustomed to merely
reacting to the president’s initiatives, then a congress dominated by parties other than the
president’s is more likely to result in gridlock. If congress traditionally has a more proactive role, then policy stalemates in such circumstances might be alleviated by shifting the
responsibility for pushing a legislative agenda to the legislature itself.
The caricatures mentioned are obviously too simplistic to capture the full reality of the
dynamic between executives and legislators in Latin America. There is a tremendous diversity in the political makeup and social and cultural contexts of the 18 countries considered
in this study. Certainly there is also a great range in the assertiveness of Latin American
congresses in amending or blocking executive proposals, initiating legislation, and overseeing the execution of government programs (Cox and Morgenstern, 2001; Morgenstern and
Nacif, 2002).
Generalizations about Latin American legislatures have typically been based on casual
observation rather than in-depth studies of specific countries. Legislative actions to modify
or support executive proposals are usually not done in plain view. This is especially the case
in those systems where roll calls and votes are normally not published and debates not
recorded—matters likely to undermine the representative function of the congress and the
disposition of legislators to concern themselves with their record on policy issues (Carey,
2006). But even when proceedings and votes are fully on the public record, the true role of
congress is obscured by the fact that much of the deal making done between the executive
and legislators (particularly those in the governing party or coalition) typically takes place
behind closed doors. In some cases the real influence of legislators may be greater than
what is seen on the surface.

Presidential Powers and Democratic Governability
The concept of democratic governability entails the capacity to make and implement decisions that respond adequately to a country’s pressing social and economic problems. The
term implies that these decisions also be democratically legitimate and sustainable; that
is, that they be adopted on the basis of an open, participatory process. In addition, the
government should carry out its duties efficiently and in a manner that upholds the broader
public interest.
One aspect of democratic governability is policy efficiency, meaning the capacity to
adopt policy changes directed at improving social and economic conditions. However,
this is not sufficient in itself, since the essential requirements of democratic government
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lawmaking process (legislative powers), and powers to form the cabinet and appoint other
governmental officials (nonlegislative powers).
Among the president’s legislative powers is the power to veto bills approved by the congress, enact legislation by decree, take exclusive initiative in some policy matters, convoke
referenda or plebiscites, and shape the budget. Nonlegislative powers involve powers of the
president to exclusively determine the makeup of the cabinet. This is determined both by
the exclusivity of the president’s powers to appoint and dismiss cabinet members and the
powers of the congress to censure and remove cabinet ministers.
In contrast, partisan powers are derived from many different factors, some institutional
(such as electoral laws and party system structure) and some circumstantial (such as election outcomes and the quality of presidential leadership), that vary over time. The party
backing that the president can count on in congress depends on both the share of seats
controlled by the president’s party or party coalition and the extent to which parties are
disciplined—that is, the extent to which legislators tend to vote in a bloc as instructed by
party leadership.
Neither the president’s constitutional nor partisan powers are individually sufficient to
account for the degree to which the president is able to put his or her own stamp on policy,
or the overall dynamic of executive-legislative relations. A president who is endowed with
strong constitutional powers may nonetheless be weak in the face of a highly fragmented
party system and an unreliable base of support in the legislature. Similarly, a president with
fairly weak constitutional powers may appear to dominate the policy-making process if his
or her party controls a majority of the seats in congress and is highly disciplined (Samuels,
2000).
Even these two broad types of power may be insufficient to understand the real
nature of executive-legislative relations. Formal constitutional rules may not, in fact, be
followed, and in many instances are ambiguous. Informal and cultural norms also exert
considerable influence. Thus, the cross-national examination presented in this chapter
is unavoidably incomplete. Nonetheless, given the importance of a president’s constitutional and partisan powers in the operation of presidential systems, examining these
is a valuable starting point for promoting better understanding and educating would-be
reformers.

Legislative Powers of Presidents
This section describes the types of legislative powers held by Latin American presidents,
and the criteria used to evaluate them.
4

For a more extensive discussion of these trade-offs, see Shugart (2001), Carey and Shugart (1995), and Shugart
and Wattenberg (2001).

Balancing Executive and Legislative Prerogatives

87

Copyright © by the Inter-American Development Bank. All rights reserved.
For more information visit our website: www.iadb.org/pub

are that decisions respond to public preferences and interests, both of individuals and
organized groups. In addition, the government must execute laws and implement policies
efficiently, fairly, and honestly.
Gauging what balance of a president’s constitutional and partisan powers is optimal
for democratic governability is a complex matter. If the goal were merely policy-making efficiency, then it would be desirable for a presidency to be endowed with a large amount of
both types of power. But when presidents dominate congress, there is a greater risk that
decisions will be adopted that do not reflect the interests and demands of the majority of
citizens (and thus are not legitimate and sustainable). There is also a greater probability
that laws and policies will not be executed fairly and efficiently, and that public funds will
be mismanaged or directed toward private ends.
Thus, for the optimal functioning of presidential democracy, it seems better that legislatures share lawmaking power with the executive and develop the capacity to regularly oversee the implementation of government programs and regulations. In order for the congress
to play such a role, it is necessary for individual legislators to have enough freedom from the
party hierarchy to be accountable and responsive to their constituencies and able to engage
in real policy debates. At the same time, the incentives of the institutional environment
(including electoral system, party system, and constitutional rules) should encourage legislators to concern themselves with national policy matters rather than just the delivery of
particularistic goods and services to constituents (Carey and Shugart, 1995; Shugart, 2001;
Moreno, Crisp and Shugart, 2003). Aside from the challenges facing individual legislators,
party systems represented in the legislature cannot be so fragmented that congress as a
whole is unable to take collective action.4 In order to avoid gridlock, however, the president
must have sufficient formal power and partisan support in congress to play a proactive role
in moving the policy-making process forward.
Moving beyond the simple dichotomy of strong and weak presidents, there are other
issues to consider. How much of each type of power should a president have if the democratic government is to perform well and be consolidated? The next section describes each
type of presidential power in more detail. By assigning numerical scores along each power
dimension, the powers of presidents in the region are compared.
A later section also examines national differences in the degree of partisan congressional support that presidents typically enjoy. Given the importance of other contextual
factors, however, the full effects of constitutional and partisan powers on both executivelegislative relations and democratic governability cannot be determined without more careful study of individual cases.

The package veto is the power of the president to block the enactment of a law to which he
or she objects even after it has been approved by congress. This and the partial veto power
described next are the only formal means a president has to directly influence legislative
policy making. In most presidential systems, it is the congress that is responsible for enacting all of the laws of the country. Even a president’s package veto power is usually not absolute, since the congress is given the power to persist in the passage of legislation.
Presidential veto power is weak when the congress can override it with the votes of only
a simple or absolute majority. When only a simple majority is required, the veto may delay
the implementation of legislation, but the president is relatively limited in his ability to curb
the actions of a congress determined to adopt policy changes. The veto power is stronger
when it must be overcome by an absolute majority (50 percent plus one of the total membership of the legislative body), given that a significant number of legislators are typically
absent or abstain from voting. A president’s veto power is stronger still when the votes of a
qualified majority, such as two-thirds of all congress members, are required to override it.
In this case, the president would be very powerful, since it would be extremely difficult for
the legislature to take any action with which the chief executive disagrees.
The veto power allows presidents to protect the status quo against legislative efforts to
change it. However, this power is not as useful when it is the president who wants to bring
about policy changes (Shugart and Mainwaring, 1997).
The strongest presidential veto powers in the region are found in Ecuador, where the
congress cannot override the veto and the vetoed legislation cannot be brought up again
until the following year. Veto powers are also relatively strong in the Dominican Republic, El
Salvador, Guatemala, and Panama, where two-thirds of the full congressional membership is
needed for the override. Slightly weaker but still strong veto powers are found in Argentina,
Bolivia, Chile, and Mexico, where the votes of two-thirds of the legislators present at the
time are required to override the president. In Uruguay, a slightly lower threshold of threefifths of present members is required. In the remaining eight cases (Brazil, Colombia, Costa
Rica, Nicaragua, Paraguay, Peru, Uruguay, and Venezuela), the veto power is weaker because
the vote of only an absolute majority of the membership or present members is required to
override the presidential veto.

Partial Veto
The partial, or item, veto is the power of the president to veto particular, objectionable provisions of an approved bill. When this power is fully in place, the effect of the president’s
action is the promulgation of the unobjectionable portion of the bill, unless the congress
insists on its original version with the majority vote required in the constitution.
Many Latin American constitutions specify that a president may object to a legislative
bill, whether in whole or part. But a partial veto power, in our definition, does not exist unless the implication of the partial objection put forward by the president is that the remainder of the bill is automatically promulgated, absent a congressional vote insisting on the
enactment of the bill as it was initially approved by congress (Shugart and Carey, 1992).
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Package Veto

Decree-Making and Agenda-Setting Powers
A few constitutions in Latin America provide presidents with the power to directly make
laws by issuing decrees, thus circumventing the congress altogether. By using this power,
the president participates directly in the process of lawmaking to alter the status quo.
However, it is rare for presidents to be provided a decree-making power without limits. In
some cases the president is restricted to particular policy areas over which the power can be
applied; in others, the power only becomes effective in particularly traumatic circumstances
in the life of the nation.
It is important to not confuse the power to issue decrees of a regulatory or administrative nature with the power to legislate by decree. Most presidents do enjoy the former
power, as does the U.S. president, who commonly issues executive orders. Nevertheless,
the scope of this regulatory power varies substantially. In some cases, the president is even
given ample latitude to interpret the intentions of the legislature in its execution of the law
(Carey and Shugart, 1998; Mainwaring and Shugart, 1997; Shugart and Carey, 1992).
In addition, some constitutions explicitly permit the congress to delegate the power to
legislate by decree to the president. In other cases, constitutions do not address the issue,
but decree powers have been delegated in practice and unsuccessfully challenged in court.
Regardless, the delegation of decree power cannot be considered on par with a constitutionally embedded power to legislate by decree. Delegated powers are temporarily issued
by a congressional majority and can be carefully circumscribed. The same majority can also
rescind these powers. Therefore, delegated powers cannot be used to enact a package of
legislation contrary to the wishes of the majority in congress (Carey and Shugart, 1998).
Acting on its own, however, a legislative majority may not be able to enact the individual
measures that can be implemented through the delegated decree power.
In several countries, the president is granted the power to legislate by decree only on
particular matters, and in the event of exceptional circumstances such as a state of emergency. Given the ambiguity inherent in interpreting what constitutes an emergency situation, such a provision potentially opens the door to a fairly extensive form of decree power.
The extent of this power depends in part on whether there is an independent body, such as
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Though the power of partial promulgation is not explicitly provided in many constitutions, numerous presidents have asserted this right, and—in some instances—courts have
accepted its validity. A president is considered to have partial veto power when the effect of
partial promulgation is either explicitly stated in the constitution or has occurred without
legal contest or been previously sanctioned by the courts. Like the package veto, the partial veto is a power that presidents can use to block undesired changes in the status quo.
However, it engages the president more closely in the lawmaking process, since it allows
the president to interject his or her views into the details of legislation, influencing its final
form, rather than merely submitting a broad yes or no opinion.
The capability to object to portions of bills already approved by congress is present in
all of the countries studied except Bolivia, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras,
and Mexico. In most countries, the threshold required for overriding the partial veto is the
same as that for the package veto.

5

In practice, decrees have been occasionally objected to by legislators or leaders of opposition parties on the
basis that they went beyond administrative matters related to taxation. Several have been overturned by the
legislature on such grounds.
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a constitutional court, with the responsibility to determine whether the use of the decreemaking power is valid or not. Aside from the explicit right to legislate by decree, constitutions in some countries permit the president to declare a bill urgent, thus requiring congress to act on it within a specified time period. If congress does not act within the required
time period, the bill automatically becomes law. While congress has an opportunity to reject
the president’s proposal before it becomes law, this constitutes an important presidential
power, since practical and procedural barriers as well as problems of coordination may give
the president the upper hand over congress. If the president issues a series of such urgent
measures, it would be even more difficult for congress to coordinate against particular bills.
Thus, this power gives the president great capacity to shape the legislative agenda.
Some form of explicit capability to legislate by decree or otherwise control the legislative agenda is present in Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Guatemala, Honduras,
Peru, and Uruguay. In Brazil, the constitution provides the president with the power to issue
“provisional measures” in times of “relevance and urgency.” In the provision of the 1988 constitution, such measures expired after 30 days unless passed as law. However, this provision
was interpreted as allowing presidents to reissue the provisional measures indefinitely. A
2001 reform lengthened the time period before these measures had to be converted into law
to 60 days, but also specified that they could only be renewed one time. In Colombia, aside
from extensive power to administer the law, the president can acquire substantial lawmaking power by declaring a state of “internal commotion” or economic emergency. The former
can be declared for a period of 90 days, and can be renewed once by the president acting
alone, and then again with senate consent. The constitutional court may revoke decrees
issued under a state of internal commotion if they violate constitutional guarantees, and
the congress may revoke or amend them at any time. Under states of economic emergency,
the president can issue decrees that remain in force even when the special circumstance
expires. In practice, presidents have been able to declare such states of emergency with
little justification (Archer and Shugart, 1997).
The power of decree is more restricted in Argentina, Guatemala, and Honduras, where
it is only supposed to be used in exceptional or emergency circumstances. Decree authority
in Argentina, Guatemala, Honduras, and Chile is also restricted in its application to only
specified areas of policy, a limitation that is particularly constraining in Chile. Before the
1995 constitutional reform, the president in Nicaragua could adopt laws related to spending
and taxation by decree, but now such powers are restricted, in principle, to administrative
matters.5 This reform also removed the ability of congress to delegate decree powers to the
president.
There is no decree power in Ecuador and Uruguay, but the executive may declare items
of legislation urgent, in which case the congress must act within a certain time period or
the legislation becomes law. The adoption of the 1998 constitution in Ecuador changed the
time period in which congress must explicitly reject the urgent bill from 15 to 30 days. There
are no restrictions on the number of bills that the executive can term urgent. In Uruguay, the

Exclusive Initiative
Several constitutions give the president the exclusive right to introduce legislation in
specific policy areas. It is particularly common in the region for the president to have the
exclusive right to introduce budgetary laws, international treaty agreements, and trade tariff
legislation. Because executive power in these areas is common, it is not considered exclusive initiative. The power of exclusive initiative is deemed present when presidents have
an exclusive ability to introduce legislation in other areas of policy, such as public employment, defense appropriations, and auxiliary public spending.
Like the veto, exclusive initiative enables the president to prevent congress from changing the status quo in the particular policy areas to which it applies. A president who wants
to keep an opposition congress from making changes in a given area can just refrain from
introducing legislation. But this power is not very effective if the president wants to change
the existing policy situation, since the congress theoretically can modify any proposal as it
wishes. In some cases, however, the congress is restricted in its ability to modify the budget,
a matter taken up in the next section.
Exclusive initiative powers are fairly extensive in Brazil, Chile, and Colombia. They extend
beyond budgetary law and trade matters in Bolivia, Ecuador, Panama, Peru, and Uruguay.

Budgetary Law: The Power to Define
Given the importance of budgetary law in the working of government and the nature of
executive-legislative relations, presidential powers in this area are considered separately.
In contrast with the U.S. Congress, many Latin American legislatures are restricted in
the nature and scope of the changes they can make to the budget laws proposed by the
executive.6 In several systems—including Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, El Salvador, and,
since 1993, Peru—the congress is not authorized to increase either allocated amounts in the
president’s submitted budget, or the overall level of spending.

6

Formally, in the United States, the congress is exclusively responsible for initiating and enacting the budget bill,
as it is for all other pieces of legislation. The budget, in particular, must originate in the House of Representatives.
In practice, representatives from the president’s party submit the executive budget proposal, which serves as at
least a foundation for initial discussion. Any other legislator is also free to propose an alternative budget.
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legislature has 45 days to take action on the bill, which does not have to be explicitly voted
down to be prevented from becoming law. In addition, only one piece of legislation can be
designated as urgent at one time. Along with the power to issue provisional measures, the
president in Brazil can declare matters urgent with the same effect as in Uruguay.
The constitutions of Chile, Colombia, Mexico, Panama, Peru, and Venezuela explicitly
authorize the legislative delegation of decree-making powers to the president.
In Bolivia, Costa Rica, the Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Guatemala, Nicaragua, and
Paraguay, presidents do not have any form of legislative decree authority, though constitutions may permit decrees to be issued for administrative purposes. In Panama, Mexico, and
Venezuela, presidents only possess decree powers if the congress delegates them.

Convoking a Referendum or Plebiscite
The power to convoke a referendum or plebiscite enables the president to put forward general matters of policy or particular laws to be voted on by citizens, in some cases after such
provisions have been rejected by congress. Plebiscites are part of a larger group of direct,
democratic instruments that will be considered in Chapter 8. If given fairly unrestricted
application, the power to convoke a referendum or plebiscite can be an important tool, used
by presidents to apply pressure on legislators to go along with their policy proposals, and to
reaffirm their popular mandate and legitimacy (Shugart and Carey, 1992). This power is most
extensive in Peru, since the congress there does not share it. If congress also has the power
to call a plebiscite or referendum, as in Ecuador, Guatemala, Nicaragua, and Venezuela, then
presidential power is weaker. The symmetric power of the congress gives it the potential to
avoid a presidential veto or to pressure the president to refrain from applying veto power.
If the president can convoke only a nonbinding plebiscite or referendum, as in Argentina, it
becomes a less significant tool for pushing the president’s legislative agenda.

Nonlegislative Presidential Powers
This section describes the nonlegislative powers of Latin American presidents and the criteria used to score them.
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A nation’s congress is somewhat freer to modify the budget when it is explicitly allowed
to switch spending between different items, even if prevented from raising the overall level
of spending. This is the case in Nicaragua, Panama, Uruguay, and Venezuela. A somewhat
greater capacity is given when congress can increase spending as long as it also provides
for new revenue sources to cover the expenses. This is the case in Costa Rica and the
Dominican Republic, although in the latter such modifications require the vote of two-thirds
of each chamber of congress.
The president has the weakest power over the budget when the congress can modify it
without restrictions. Argentina, Bolivia, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, and Paraguay give
congress free rein to amend the national budget. In Mexico, however, the congress cannot
create new expenditures after the budget is enacted.
Another factor that affects the president’s budgetary leverage is what happens if congress does not approve a budget by the required deadline or before the start of the fiscal
year. In some cases, the executive’s proposal is automatically implemented. This is the case
in Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Panama, and Peru. Under this arrangement, the president can win if his or her legislative supporters merely succeed in postponing debate or
preventing another budget from obtaining a majority. In Argentina, the Dominican Republic,
El Salvador, Guatemala, Paraguay, Uruguay, and Venezuela, the budget of the previous year
remains in effect for the next fiscal year until a new budget can be approved. In the other
nations studied, there is no provision for such an event. The implication is that a new bill
must be approved for the work of government to continue; otherwise, stopgap measures
must be adopted.

Cabinet Formation
The president has exclusive power over cabinet appointments in all countries of the region.
Unlike in the United States, Latin American presidents do not have to obtain the advice
and consent of their legislative bodies to make cabinet appointments. Even in the United
States, cabinet appointments are almost always approved, though they may be considerably
delayed. In the few instances when appointments have been rejected, it has usually been
on the basis of purported personal character flaws or a lack of competence rather than the
political views of the nominee, given the broad acceptance of the president’s prerogative in
forming his or her cabinet.7

Cabinet Dismissal
In all Latin American countries, as well as in the United States, presidents are free to dismiss their cabinet members at will, without providing a justification to the congress or
obtaining its assent. Therefore, presidents can ensure that the making and execution of
cabinet policy in all areas conforms to their wishes. Any time there is a deviation from the
president’s policy preferences, a perception of policy failure, or even a problem related to
personal character, the president can remove the cabinet member in question.

Censure of Cabinet Members
An area in which there are substantial differences between countries is in the ability of the
legislature to take action against cabinet members on its own initiative. The censure and
7

One possible explanation for the U.S. Senate’s deference to the president on cabinet appointments is that this body
understands the relative weakness of its position in the appointment process. Even if the senate majority risks its
political capital in rejecting a nominee, the president has the prerogative to nominate another cabinet secretary
who may be equally objectionable on political grounds. And if the senate initially succeeds in gaining the appointment and confirmation of a cabinet secretary who runs the department in a manner that is closer to the preferences
of the senate majority, the president can still dismiss that cabinet member (Shugart and Carey, 1992).
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The central feature of presidential systems is the separate origin and tenure of the executive branch relative to the legislative. In contrast to parliamentary systems, the president
is separately elected by the people, and appoints and dismisses cabinet members. These
officials usually cannot be members of the legislature while they are serving the executive,
and they are appointed and dismissed by the president rather than by the legislature. In
the presidential system’s pure form, it is the prerogative of the president to appoint cabinet
members whom he or she can trust, and to dismiss them at his own discretion. Exclusive
power over the formation of the cabinet, and the tenure of its members, is valuable for securing the president’s government against shifting political forces in the congress, and for
building political coalitions.
But the separation of the two branches is not complete in all cases. While all of the
Latin American nations studied grant the powers of cabinet appointment and dismissal
to presidents, there are some cases in which congress is also authorized to censure and
remove cabinet ministers.
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subsequent removal of cabinet members is the strongest form of such powers. When this
is allowed, and regularly exercised, the separation of powers crucial to the presidential
model is severely undermined. When cabinet members become accountable to the congress and dependent on legislators’ continued support to remain in office, the presidential
regime takes on distinctly parliamentary characteristics. These characteristics are especially
pronounced when accompanied by presidential power to dissolve the congress. The latter
power, however, is present only in Peru, Uruguay, and Venezuela, and can only be exercised
after a successful motion of censure against one or more governmental officials (cabinet
ministers in Peru and Uruguay, and the vice president in Venezuela).
The power of censure raises the potential for political stalemate and instability, given
the contradiction between the popularly elected president’s right to appoint his or her cabinet and the opposition legislature’s right of censure (Shugart and Carey, 1992). The legislature may censure a cabinet member because of his or her approach to policy, but then the
president can turn around and appoint a replacement with the same views. However, the
censure power obviously weakens the president, since it provides a tool that the legislature
can use to undermine and harass the executive.
In many cases the censure power is restricted, either because it does not necessarily
produce the removal of the government official in question, or because it must be supported by a large congressional majority, such as two-thirds or three-fifths. Some form
of censure power is present in Argentina, Colombia, Ecuador, Guatemala, Panama, Peru,
Uruguay, and Venezuela.
Under Argentina’s 1994 constitution, congress has the power to censure and remove the
chief of the cabinet, but not any of the other cabinet members. The motion of censure and
the vote to remove cabinet members requires the support of two-thirds of the membership
of both houses of congress. Thus far, this power has not been exercised.
Under Colombia’s 1991 constitution, each chamber can propose to censure ministers
for matters related to their performance. The motion of censure must be proposed by at
least one-tenth of the members of a particular chamber, and approved by an absolute majority of the members of each chamber. The consequence of the approval of the motion of
censure is the removal of the cabinet member in question. Thus far, a censure motion has
not been approved, given the difficulty of obtaining an absolute majority in both houses of
a fairly fragmented congress.
In Ecuador, the 1998 constitution took away the ability of the legislature to oust cabinet
members. During the 1980s and early 1990s, this weapon had been used frequently, with
the effect of seriously undermining the authority of the president and fostering a climate of
political uncertainty and instability. Under the current constitution, cabinet members can
be “politically judged” at the request of one-fourth of the members of the congress, but this
does not imply their removal from office.
In Guatemala, the 1985 constitution established that, following a citation of a cabinet
member, a no-confidence vote can be solicited by at least four deputies. The vote must be
approved by an absolute majority of the members of congress. The president can accept the
dismissal of the cabinet member, or can desist on the basis that the act for which the official
was censured is defensible in accordance with national interests and government policies.
In the latter case, the congress may reaffirm the censure and remove the cabinet member

Comparing the Constitutional Powers of Presidents
in Latin America
Legislative Powers
The constitutional power of presidents varies significantly across the region. Considering
the sum of all formal legislative powers (Table 4.1), the presidents in Chile, Ecuador, Brazil,
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with the vote of two-thirds of congress. The congress can cite and censure as many as four
cabinet members at the same time.
Panama’s constitution states that the legislative assembly can censure cabinet members if, in its judgment, they are responsible for crimes or have committed grave mistakes
that have caused serious harm to the nation. The vote of censure must be proposed by at
least one-half of all legislators and approved by two-thirds. Though the constitution does
not spell out the effect of the censure, it has been interpreted as only a moral sanction, not
to result in the removal of the cabinet member concerned.
In Peru, the 1993 constitution maintained the previous constitution’s provision that the
congress can hold either the entire cabinet or its individual members accountable through
a censure vote or the rejection of a confidence measure. The censure needs to be presented
by no less than 25 percent of congress members, and its approval requires the vote of an absolute majority. If censured, the entire cabinet or the member in question must resign, but
the president is empowered to dissolve the congress if it has censured or declared its lack
of confidence in two cabinet members or more. The president cannot dissolve the congress
in the last year of his or her term, or during a state of emergency.
In Uruguay, the 1966 constitution establishes that either chamber of the congress can
judge the performance of a cabinet member by proposing a motion of censure with the support of the majority of those present. The censure can be directed at an individual, several
members, or the cabinet as a whole. The censure must be approved by an absolute majority
of the members of the full congress. The approval of a motion of censure calls for the resignation of one cabinet member, group of members, or the entire cabinet. When the censure
is approved by less than two-thirds of the members of the general assembly (the combined
assembly of both houses of congress), the president can refuse to dismiss the cabinet
members in question. In this event, the general assembly has to vote again. If less than 60
percent of the legislators uphold the censure, the president can dissolve the congress. The
president can dissolve the congress only once during his or her term, and not during the last
year of an assembly’s term. In the current democratic period, no cabinet member has been
censured and the matter of dissolution has not come up.
The 1999 Venezuelan constitution provides for the removal of a cabinet member through
a motion of censure supported by three-fifths of the deputies present in the national assembly. With a vote of two-thirds of the national assembly membership, the vice president
can also be removed from office. If the legislature approves motions of censure three times
against a vice president in one presidential term, then the president can dissolve the national assembly, but not in the last year of the president’s term.

Table 4.1. Legislative Powers of Latin American Presidents
In descending order of total legislative powers

Chile

0.33

0.73

0.50

0.85

0.85

0.67

0.77

1.00

0.68

Ecuador

0.33

0.73

0.50

1.00

0.69

0.33

0.62

1.00

0.62

Brazil

1.00

0.91

0.96

0.15

0.15

0.67

0.38

0.00

0.60

Colombia

0.67

0.64

0.66

0.31

0.31

0.67

0.46

1.00

0.57

Peru

0.67

0.73

0.70

0.15

0.15

0.33

0.23

1.00

0.49

Argentina

0.33

0.45

0.38

0.85

0.85

0.00

0.48

0.50

0.47

Panama

0.17

0.55

0.33

0.77

0.77

0.33

0.58

0.00

0.45

Uruguay

0.17

0.64

0.37

0.54

0.54

0.33

0.45

0.00

0.39

El Salvador

0.00

0.82

0.35

0.77

0.00

0.00

0.22

1.00

0.35

Guatemala

0.33

0.18

0.27

0.77

0.00

0.00

0.22

1.00

0.31

Venezuela

0.33

0.64

0.46

0.08

0.08

0.00

0.04

1.00

0.31

Dominican
Republic

0.00

0.64

0.27

0.92

0.15

0.00

0.31

0.00

0.30

Honduras

0.33

0.36

0.34

0.77

0.00

0.00

0.22

0.00

0.28

Mexico

0.17

0.36

0.25

0.92

0.00

0.00

0.26

0.00

0.26

Costa Rica

0.00

0.64

0.27

0.77

0.00

0.00

0.22

0.00

0.25

Bolivia

0.00

0.27

0.12

0.85

0.00

0.33

0.38

0.00

0.24

Paraguay

0.00

0.64

0.27

0.23

0.23

0.00

0.13

0.00

0.20

Nicaragua

0.00

0.73

0.31

0.15

0.15

0.00

0.09

0.00

0.19

Source: United Nations Development Programme (UNDP, 2004).
Note: This table is based on UNDP (2004) Table 43 and the scoring system is described in the UNDP table
notes. The values shown are the normalized scores of indexes with different scales. The proactive and
reactive power subtotals are calculated by the authors based on the weights used by UNDP (2004) in the
calculation of total legislative powers. The proactive power subtotal is computed according to the formula:
[(decree powers subindex * 4) + (budget powers subindex * 3)] / 7. The reactive power subtotal is computed
according to the formula: [(average of package and partial veto subindexes * 4) + (exclusive initiative
subindex * 3)] / 7. The total legislative power index is calculated by adding all of the subindex values for
the proactive powers and the reactive powers (using the same weights as above) and also the plebiscite
subindex (weighted by 1), and then dividing by 15 (the sum of all of the weights).
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Colombia, Peru, Argentina, and Panama are the most powerful. In formal terms, the weakest presidents overall appear to be those of Mexico, Bolivia, Costa Rica, Paraguay, and
Nicaragua. However, it is misleading to simply add up the scores, since individual forms of
power do not all have the same impact on the nature and extent of presidential influence.
The powers that are likely to be most important to a president’s ability to imprint policy
are the veto and decree powers. The reactive veto power shapes the president’s effectiveness in blocking policy changes that the congress hopes to enact (Shugart and Mainwaring,
1997). In the United States, the package veto is the only constitutional power a president
can use to shape the direction of policy. Thus, on most occasions, the U.S. president has
the power to prevent undesired changes in the status quo, but does not have the power to
positively influence the adoption of the legislation he or she prefers. Through surrogates,
the president may introduce a legislative bill, but congress decides when and if it will be
debated in committee or on the floor, and has full freedom to modify the bill, reject it, or
introduce an alternative. Therefore, the president depends on more informal, indirect approaches to influencing policy, as well as advantages such as powers of persuasion based
on popular legitimacy, leadership of a major political party, appointment powers, and the
information and resources that come with being the head of the executive branch of the
government.
In terms of reactive powers, the U.S. president is relatively strong, since the support
of two-thirds of the present members of each house of Congress is needed to override the
package veto. Most Latin American presidents are endowed with reactive powers that exceed even those of the U.S. president. In some cases, these powers are greater because the
package veto power itself is greater. For example, in the Dominican Republic, El Salvador,
Guatemala, and Panama, a larger share of congress is needed to override the president
(two-thirds of the total membership of each house of congress—rather than just the present
membership), while in Ecuador a package veto means the matter cannot be taken up until
the following year. In other cases, reactive powers are larger because the president can also
partially veto legislation or has exclusive ability to initiate legislation in certain policy areas.
Explicit or de facto partial veto powers are strong in Argentina, Chile, Ecuador, and Panama.
Considering the power of exclusive initiative as well as overall veto power, the countries in
which presidents’ reactive powers are greatest are Chile, Ecuador, Panama, and Argentina.
The weakest reactive powers are found in Venezuela, Nicaragua, and Paraguay.
In contrast with the U.S. president, some Latin American presidents are also endowed
with powers that are proactive in the sense that they can influence the adoption of policies
that represent a change in the status quo. The most important forms of proactive powers
are: (1) decree powers and (2) the power to control the legislative agenda. By issuing decrees or declaring matters of legislation to be urgent, the president can directly engage in
the lawmaking process and potentially bypass the congress altogether. Another proactive
power is the ability to set budget spending and revenue levels, or to set spending priorities without the possibility of congressional interference. The partial veto itself may also be
considered a form of proactive power, since it can be used to influence the smaller details
of enacted legislation. Considering decree and budgetary powers, the proactive powers
of presidents are greatest in Brazil, Colombia, and Peru. Proactive powers are weakest in
Bolivia, Mexico, Costa Rica, Paraguay, Guatemala, and the Dominican Republic.

Table 4.2. Presidential Power in Latin American Political Systems
Strong
proactive

Weak
proactive

Chile

Moderate reactive

Brazil
Colombia

Argentina
Ecuador
Panama
Uruguay

Bolivia

Weak reactive

Peru

El Salvador
Honduras
Venezuela

Costa Rica
Guatemala
Nicaragua
Mexico
Paraguay
Dominican Republic

Source: Authors, based on data from UNDP (2004).

In terms of the proactive and reactive powers of presidents, Latin American political
systems can be grouped in the categories shown in Table 4.2. Strong presidents are in the
upper left-hand section of the table. Presidents in Brazil, Colombia, and Peru have strong
proactive powers but moderate veto powers. In contrast, presidents in Chile, Panama, and
Ecuador have strong veto powers but moderate decree and budgetary powers.
The weakest presidents, in constitutional terms, are found in Costa Rica, Mexico,
and Paraguay, both in proactive and reactive types of power. Venezuelan and Uruguayan
presidents have fairly weak veto powers but have stronger powers to define the budget; in
Venezuela, presidential decree powers are delegated by the congress. Mexico and Paraguay
are similar to the United States in that presidents have relatively strong package veto powers but little power to autonomously turn proposals into policy.
Presidents in Argentina, Bolivia, El Salvador, Guatemala, and Nicaragua have intermediate levels of power, and are endowed with either some decree authority—or the possibility
that congress may delegate such authority—or special authority over the budget. Presidents
in Argentina, El Salvador, and Guatemala also have stronger veto powers than the chief
executive in the United States, but not as much as those categorized in the “strong reactive
power” category.

Nonlegislative Powers
As mentioned, there is no significant variation in the powers to appoint and dismiss cabinet members across the region. In contrast with the United States, presidents have full
discretion in filling their cabinet; but similarly to the United States, they do not have to
consult congress in their decisions to dismiss cabinet members. Thus, in terms of appointment and dismissal powers, the Latin American cases conform to the archetypal form of
presidentialism in which the origin and survival of members of the two branches are fully
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Strong reactive

Moderate
proactive

Table 4.3. Nonlegislative Powers of Latin American Presidents
In descending order of total nonlegislative powers

Executive authority
to dissolve
legislature

Total nonlegislative powers

Bolivia

1.00

0.00

0.50

Brazil

1.00

0.00

0.50

Chile

1.00

0.00

0.50

Costa Rica

1.00

0.00

0.50

Ecuador

1.00

0.00

0.50

El Salvador

1.00

0.00

0.50

Honduras

1.00

0.00

0.50

Mexico

1.00

0.00

0.50

Nicaragua

1.00

0.00

0.50

Panama

1.00

0.00

0.50

Paraguay

1.00

0.00

0.50

Dominican Republic

1.00

0.00

0.50

Argentina

0.75

0.00

0.38

Uruguay

0.50

0.25

0.38

Guatemala

0.50

0.00

0.25

Venezuela

0.25

0.13

0.19

Peru

0.00

0.25

0.13

Colombia

0.00

0.00

0.00

Average

0.78

0.04

0.41

Source: UNDP (2004).
Note: These scores are taken from Tables 41 and 42 of UNDP (2004). The values for the power of censure and
the executive authority to dissolve the legislature have been normalized from 0 to 1. The scoring systems
are described in the notes to these two tables.

separated.8 All of these nations receive a top score for the areas of cabinet formation and
dismissal.
Several Latin American countries, however, deviate from the archetypal presidential
model in giving congress the power to censure and subsequently remove cabinet members (Table 4.3). This provision could have a potentially important effect on the dynamic of
executive-legislative relations, while also setting up the possibility of a tit-for-tat conflict.
Though the congress may be able to remove a cabinet member, the president’s exclusive
powers of appointment mean that he or she can immediately name a person who might be

8

Another matter is the scope of a president’s appointment powers. Until fairly recently, the appointment powers
of Latin American presidents were vast, since they included the right to name governors, department heads, and
mayors in some countries—as well as the presidents of numerous public agencies, such as state enterprises and
national banks. With the political decentralization and privatization that has occurred in most countries of the
region, the scope of appointment powers has been reduced over the past two decades.
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Country

Power of
censure

Impeachment of the President
Another institutional dimension relevant to executive-legislative relations is the mechanism
for the impeachment of the president. In keeping with the structure of a presidential regime, it
is the intention of most constitutions in the region that impeachment provisions be invoked
only if the president is alleged to be guilty of serious common crimes, abuses of authority, or
violations of the constitution or the law. However, as Pérez-Liñán (2000) writes, legislators and
public officials are not easily able “to detach themselves from the broader social and political
context in which a presidential crisis takes place. Congress may protect the chief executive by
blocking further exposure of a scandal. Or, on the other hand, it may press charges against the
president when there is not real proof or public sentiment in favor of impeachment.”
Some constitutions deviate from a pure form of presidentialism by permitting legislatures to remove the president not just in the case of the commission of serious crimes,
but for poor performance of duties. Thus, impeachment is a mechanism that can be used
to circumvent the inflexibility of presidential regimes, allowing the removal of corrupt or
unpopular presidents before their terms expire. If overly politicized, however, impeachment
can be a source of political instability and may aggravate partisan conflict.
The potential vulnerability of presidents to impeachment varies greatly across the region. As in other matters, constitutions are not definitive, since they can be interpreted and
applied in ways that might not have been intended by their authors.
In Latin America, there are three main models for impeaching the president. They entail
different procedures for implementation, depending on the bicameral or unicameral nature
of the congress (Table 4.4) (Pérez Liñán, 2000).
•
•
•

9

Congressional model. Unicameral: the legislative assembly acts as both the accuser and
jury. Bicameral: the lower house acts as the accuser, and the upper house as the jury.
Dual model. Depending on the nature of the offense, the senate or the supreme court acts
as the jury, upon accusation by the lower house.
Judicial model. Unicameral: the legislative assembly acts as the accuser and the supreme
court as the jury. Bicameral: one or both branches of congress make the accusation and
the supreme court acts as the jury.

The case of Ecuador is one important exception since the censure and removal of cabinet members was common
in many of the administrations of the period and added to the difficulties of governing in a fragmented political
system.
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equally objectionable to the legislative body. Given the difficulty of obtaining the majorities required for censure, and the president’s countervailing power to dissolve congress in
some countries, this power has not been a major factor in most cases.9 Thus, the semiparliamentary features that have been incorporated into several constitutions have not been
used in practice to a significant extent. The nature of executive-legislative relations would
appear to be much more affected by the influence of the legislative powers described in the
previous section.

Congressional model

Unicameral

Bicameral

Ecuador
Guatemala1
Honduras1
Nicaragua2
Panama
Peru

Argentina
Chile
Dominican Republic
Mexico
Paraguay
Uruguay
Brazil3
Colombia4

Dual model
Judicial model

Costa Rica
El Salvador
Venezuela5

Bolivia

Source: Author’s compilation based on Pérez Liñán (2000).
1
The unicameral legislature has the power to accuse the president of wrongdoing; however, the constitution
does not explain the full procedures for impeachment of the head of state.
2
The national assembly can declare the head of state to be permanently incapacitated by a vote of twothirds of its members.
3
Trial is held in the supreme court in the case of common criminal offenses and in the senate in the case of
the criminal abuse of power.
4
The lower house issues the indictment and the senate suspends the president from office. In the case of
common criminal offenses, the trial takes place in the supreme court, but in the case of disqualification
due to performance, the senate acts as jury.
5
The Venezuelan process has features somewhat unique among judicial models: the supreme court first
decides if there are grounds for presidential impeachment. Then, the national assembly must authorize
such a trial through a simple majority vote. If so authorized, the supreme court holds the trial and makes
a ruling, which could result in the removal of the head of state.

In almost all of the cases with a bicameral congressional model of impeachment, following the accusation of the lower house, the senate must provide a two-thirds majority
vote to convict and remove the president. The only exception is the Dominican Republic,
where a three-fourths majority is required for conviction. The unicameral cases are more
varied. In Guatemala, Honduras, Peru, and Panama, no extraordinary majority is stipulated
in the constitution, while in Nicaragua and Ecuador a two-thirds majority is required. The
constitutions in Guatemala and Honduras, however, are unclear about the impeachment
process once charges are brought by a simple majority in the national assembly.
Brazil and Colombia are intermediate cases; the institutional venue for the trial depends on the nature of the crime. In both countries, common crimes are tried in the supreme court, while abuse of power and failure to perform duties are tried in the senate.
Of the four countries where the judicial model is used, only Costa Rica requires an
extraordinary majority (two-thirds) to authorize the trial in the court system. In Venezuela,
the supreme court must first determine if the case has merit before the national assembly
can authorize a trial by a simple majority vote. In Bolivia, a simple majority is sufficient to
authorize a trial, but a two-thirds majority is necessary for the supreme court to convict the
president. In El Salvador, only a simple majority is needed to authorize the trial, which takes
place in the court of appeals.
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Table 4.4. Impeachment Models

Partisan Powers of Latin American Presidents
In addition to presidents’ constitutional powers, the nature of the party system plays an
important role in shaping the operation of presidential systems. Both the number of significant parties and their cohesiveness and discipline affect the chances for a workable accommodation between the executive and legislative branches.
When the party system is highly fragmented, it is unlikely that the party of the president will control more than a small share of legislative seats. Given the incentives built
into the presidential system, it is difficult in such a scenario for the president to put together and sustain a reliable governing coalition. But this does not necessarily mean that
it is desirable that the president and a hierarchically organized majority party control the
government.
In fragmented systems, governments are likely to be ineffective, which eventually may
weaken the legitimacy of democratic institutions and increase their risk of instability. Yet
in cases of majority party control, presidential systems’ inherent restraints on the potential
for the abuse of authority are substantially reduced; the government may be less repre-
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Guatemala, Honduras, Panama, and Peru appear to be the countries where presidents
are most vulnerable to impeachment. However, it should be noted that in Guatemala and
Honduras the process is left somewhat undefined by the constitution. Given the threefourths majority required both for accusation in the lower house and for conviction in the
upper house, the Dominican Republic would appear to be the nation in which the president
is most secure.
Several constitutions also have a provision for presidential removal in the event that
the president becomes physically or mentally incapacitated. The removal of President
Abdalá Bucaram in Ecuador in 1997 for alleged “mental incapacity” has elevated such
clauses to relevance in the discussion of impeachment. In Ecuador, only a simple majority
was required to remove a president for this reason, while a two-thirds majority would have
been required for impeachment. This type of provision also exists in Chile, El Salvador,
Guatemala, and Colombia. In Chile, a prior ruling is required by the constitutional tribunal,
while in El Salvador and Guatemala a panel of doctors must confirm the applicability of the
provision before the congress can remove the president on this basis. In Colombia, the provision is limited to physical incapacity, and the text implies that the president has already
voluntarily taken a leave of absence.
In addition to Bucaram, there have been three other cases where impeachment or imminent threat of impeachment led to presidential removal or resignation: President Collor
de Melo in Brazil (1992), President Carlos Andrés Pérez in Venezuela (1993), and President
Raúl Cubas Grau in Paraguay (1999). There were unsuccessful impeachment attempts
in Ecuador in 1987 (against President Febres Cordero), in Colombia in 1996–97 (against
President Ernesto Samper), and in Paraguay in 1998 (against President Cubas Grau). Threats
of impeachment also anticipated the self-coups of President Alberto Fujimori in Peru and
President Jorge Serrano Elías in Guatemala. President Fujimori succeeded in keeping himself in office, while President Serrano resigned from his position.
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sentative and more prone to mismanagement and corruption. A middle ground, in which
the president’s party does not fully dominate or is not rigidly disciplined, is more likely to
permit sufficient congressional backing—and at the same time restrain the executive from
the temptation to act unilaterally and abuse the public trust.
As shown in Chapter 6 (Table 6.10), the degree of party system fragmentation varies widely across the region. Given the fairly concentrated legislative seat distribution in
Honduras, Paraguay, Mexico, Costa Rica, and the Dominican Republic, majority or nearmajority governments have been a common occurrence during the period of this study;
however, the situation in many of these countries has changed in recent years. Except for
the Dominican Republic, these are cases in which the president’s formal powers are relatively weak.
In contrast, single-party majoritarian governments are improbable in Ecuador, Brazil,
Bolivia, and Peru, where five to seven significant parties compete for public offices. Possibly
as compensation for their weak partisan powers, presidents in Ecuador, Brazil, Peru—and, to
a lesser extent, Bolivia—have been bolstered by significant legislative powers. Chile is also
characterized by a fragmented party system, but the binominal election system established
under the 1980 constitution has created strong incentives for consolidating the party system
into two competing party blocs. As a consequence, all the elected presidents in the postPinochet period have been backed by a reliable majority in the fully elected lower house.
The regional average for the period—a little more than three significant parties—suggests that single-party majorities are fairly rare in most Latin American presidential systems.
The improbability of single-party majorities is compounded by the bicameral character of
nine of the 18 countries in the study. The problem of electing and sustaining majorities in
two chambers of congress simultaneously was probably one of the principal motivations for
the switch to a unicameral legislature in Peru (1993) and Venezuela (1999).
In cases where party unity and discipline is fairly weak, even a majority of the legislative
seats does not guarantee reliable support for the president. Fragmented party systems in
combination with undisciplined parties tend to make it especially difficult for presidents to
assemble majorities behind a policy agenda.
Coalitions in presidential systems are usually not as formalized, durable, or binding
(for legislative voting) as they are in parliamentary systems. Parties may agree to join forces
before an election in order to enhance the chances of a particular presidential candidate,
but support is not ensured after the president’s inauguration.
Postelection governing coalitions may entail the participation of members of allied parties in the cabinet or other public agencies, but this does not necessarily ensure the support
of individual legislators from these parties, or imply a binding commitment to the party.
Allied parties and politicians can switch to the opposition without risking new elections
or the downfall of the government. Nonetheless, coalitions do present a potential means
to at least partially overcome the gridlock that might arise from a president’s weak base of
partisan support in congress.
Coalitions, in a variety of forms and with varying practical consequences for the management of executive-legislative relations, became increasingly common in Latin America
in the 1990s (Lanzaro, 2001; Chasquetti, 2001). To some extent, this fact contradicts the expectations of critics of presidentialism, who did not foresee coalitions as a viable possibility

10

In three other cases, the coalitions did not last more than one year during the presidential term, and were thus
not counted.
11
These are percentages of the 131 cases that were considered. If a coalition was identified, then the share of the
seats controlled by all of the parties in the coalition was summed to determine if the government held a majority.
If there was no identifiable coalition, only the seats controlled by the president’s party were considered.
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for avoiding dual legitimacy and the tendency toward stalemate endemic in the separation
of powers. When ideological and policy differences between parties are not very salient, a
comparison between benefits and costs may make it more favorable to join a coalition than
anticipated by critics of presidentialism. Refusing to join a coalition may result in marginalization for the party and its leaders, while participation gives the party more prominence
and provides leaders with positions of power and prestige. When parties are elite-driven
rather than mass-based, then the interests of party elites to obtain access to power may
offset the potential costs in compromised principles or long-term electoral strategy.
Table 4.5 summarizes the frequency with which presidents are elected by single-party
majorities or assembled coalitions that, at least on paper, provide legislative majorities.
The unit of analysis is the period during which the balance of power resulting from the
previous election remained the same. When the president and legislators are elected at the
same time, the period is simply the president and the legislators’ terms of office, unless the
president is replaced by someone else (usually the vice president) due to death or some
other cause of irregular succession. When presidential and legislative elections are not concurrent, a new period commences when either a new president or new congress is elected.
During the time frame of this study, there have been a total of 131 such periods in the 18
countries examined. In 52 of these periods (39.7 percent), some form of interparty coalition
supported the president for a significant block of time.10 The case was counted as a coalition
government only if a formal agreement was reached between the president and the coalition partners, or when cabinet or other governmental posts were shared with another party
(rather than with independents from parties). Ad hoc party coalitions formed to support
particular legislative initiatives were not considered a coalition government. Clearly, coalitions have been a necessary and important characteristic of executive-legislative relations
in Latin America over the period of the study. Given the large number of countries examined
and the length of the period, however, it is difficult to fully evaluate the efficacy of coalitions
in fostering reliable legislative support for presidential policy initiatives.
In 29 percent of all of the presidential-legislative periods, the president’s own party held
a majority of the seats in the lower house (or the national assembly in the case of unicameral systems). The proportion for the upper house was 40.3 percent. But only in 25.2 percent
of the cases did the president’s party hold a majority of the seats in the whole congress.
However, when one also counts the seats of coalition partners (in the event that a coalition existed), then the government held a majority in the lower house in 49.1 percent of the
cases, and in the upper house in 57.1 percent.11 When the seats of coalition partners were
also counted, the government held an overall majority in 43.8 percent of the 131 cases.
Single-party majority governments (considering the whole congress) were most common in Honduras, Mexico, Colombia, Costa Rica, and Guatemala. This partisan alignment
with the president contributed to fairly strong presidents in all those countries, except
Colombia. Given the highly factionalized and undisciplined nature of the two main par-

Country

Argentina

Presidential/
legislative
periods

Periods
when
official
party held
majority
in lower
house (%)

Periods
when
official
party held
majority
in upper
house (%)

Periods
when
official
party held
majority
in both
houses
(%)

Periods
of majority rule
in lower
house
(including
coalitions)
(%)

Periods of
majority
rule in
upper
house
(including
coalitions)
(%)

Periods
of majority rule
in both
houses
(including
coalitions)
(%)

11

36.4

63.6

18.2

36.4

63.6

18.2

Bolivia

7

0.0

28.6

0.0

71.4

71.4

71.4

Brazil

8

12.5

12.5

12.5

50.0

50.0

50.0

Chile

5

0.0

0.0

0.0

100.0

20.0

20.0

Colombia

8

50.0

62.5

50.0

62.5

75.0

62.5

Costa Rica

7

42.9

—

42.9

42.9

—

42.9

Dominican
Republic

10

30.0

60.0

20.0

40.0

70.0

30.0

Ecuador

13

0.0

—

0.0

7.7

—

7.7

El Salvador

10

20.0

—

20.0

30.0

—

30.0

Guatemala1

7

60.0

—

60.0

80.0

—

80.0

Honduras

6

66.7

—

66.7

83.3

—

83.3

Mexico

9

66.7

77.8

66.7

66.7

77.8

66.7

Nicaragua

3

33.3

—

33.3

66.7

—

66.7

Panama

4

25.0

—

25.0

75.0

—

75.0

Paraguay

5

20.0

20.0

20.0

40.0

40.0

40.0

Peru

6

50.0

0.0

20.0

66.7

33.3

50.0

Uruguay

5

20.0

20.0

20.0

60.0

60.0

60.0

Venezuela

7

14.3

16.7

14.3

28.6

16.7

28.6

131

29.0

40.3

25.2

49.6

57.1

43.8

Total períods

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Note: — = data not available.
1
Information is available for only five of Guatemala’s presidential-legislative periods; accordingly, percentages correspond to only five of the seven periods.

ties in Colombia, partisan majorities did not necessarily imply reliable legislative support.
Single-party majoritarian governments did not arise in Bolivia, Chile, Ecuador, Nicaragua,
Panama, Peru, or Uruguay.
Even when considering the potential support of legislators from parties allied with
the government, an overall majority did not occur in Chile and was found to be rare in
Argentina, Ecuador, and Venezuela. Though obtaining a majority in the lower house, the
Concertación coalition in Chile was repeatedly denied a majority in the senate because of
the presence of unelected, conservative senators.12
12

This problem was compounded by the fact that many of the institutional reforms that the Chilean government
wanted to enact required extraordinary majorities. The Concertación obtained a majority in both houses for the
first time after the December 2005 legislative elections.
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Table 4.5. Frequency of Majority Governments in Latin America

Comparing Constitutional and Party Powers of Presidents
In countries with fragmented party systems, presidents generally have been granted fairly
deep constitutional powers, especially proactive powers such as decree and budget making
(Shugart and Carey, 1992). All countries with low partisan powers have granted presidents
at least moderately proactive powers (Figure 4.2). Given their need to deliver goods (the
benefits of a growing economy, jobs, budgetary resources, etc.) to their constituents, leg-
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Coalitions contributed significantly to the legislative backing of presidents in Bolivia,
Brazil, Chile, Nicaragua, Uruguay, and—to a somewhat lesser extent—Paraguay. In these
cases, interparty agreements and power sharing frequently allowed minority presidents to
gain the support of parties that together controlled a majority or near-majority of the legislative seats. Particularly in Brazil, but also to some extent in the other cases, a theoretical
majority status did not mean that the president could always count on the support of individual legislators from parties in the coalition. The interparty coalitions, when they existed,
were strongest in Bolivia and Uruguay, and greatly contributed to governmental action. But
even in Brazil and Nicaragua, where the coalitions were weaker and had less of an influence
on the positions taken by individual legislators, government effectiveness was clearly facilitated by the support of coalition partners.
Tables 4.6 and 4.7 show the shares of seats held by the president’s party and governmental coalition, respectively, for each country over each of the presidential-congressional
periods. The unraveling of traditional party systems is evident in Colombia, Peru, and
Venezuela, where the parties of presidents at one time typically controlled a substantial
share of the seats, but more recently have been less assured of such support. Increasingly
open and competitive elections have also resulted in greater party system fragmentation
in Mexico and Paraguay, and the end of governments dominated by a single party and a
powerful president. In Uruguay, the ascendancy of the Broad Front and New Space parties
resulted in a three- or four-way division of the party system, making it less likely for a single
party to gain a majority on its own.
As a consequence of the tendency toward increasingly dispersed party systems, as well
as the weakening of parties in some countries, coalitions are likely to become even more
necessary in the future. Figure 4.1 shows that the steady decline in the percentage of singleparty majority governments has been matched by an increase in coalition-backed governments. The result of these parallel trends is a relatively modest decline in the percentage
of governments with a majority in congress, even when the presidential party’s coalition
partners are considered.
Throughout the whole period, the viability of governments in Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, and
Ecuador has depended on coalitions. Given the increased fragmentation of party systems,
however, coalitions also appear to have become more necessary in Argentina, Costa Rica,
Colombia, El Salvador, Mexico, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, and Uruguay. The reduced partisan
powers of presidents in Paraguay and Mexico are especially relevant given that, in these cases,
presidents have few constitutional resources with which to move their agendas forward. The
breakdown of the traditional party system in Venezuela also presents the chance of a more
fractured division of power should the unifying influence of President Hugo Chávez fade.
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LH
UH

LH
UH

LH
UH

LH
UH

Bolivia

Brazil

Chile

Colombia

66.7
66.7

LH
UH

LH
UH

LH
UH

LH
UH

Paraguay

Peru

Uruguay

Venezuela

56.5
63.6

39.4
38.9

59.4
49.2

25.0
22.2

43.1

45.2

74.8
98.4

34.3

15.5

36.7

51.7
63.0

57.9

41.2
43.0

30.8
29.8

53.4
62.5

33.1
59.3

50.8
39.1

2

48.3
47.8

32.3
35.5

22.5
22.6

22.5
20.0

25.4

56.6

72.5
98.4

55.5

51.7

46.7
70.0

12.7

50.9

49.3
50.9

31.7
29.8

2.6
0.0

25.4
29.6

44.5
39.1

3

48.3
47.8

33.3
33.3

17.8

22.5
22.2

52.6

52.0
93.8

55.5

46.4

35.0
53.3

16.9

50.9

59.8
57.9

31.7
29.8

8.0
6.2

40.0
63.0

48.0
58.7

4

12.8
12.0

53.5
53.3

55.8

46.3
35.6

64.0
95.3

52.3

53.8

46.4

41.7
50.0

43.7

49.1

53.7
54.9

16.7
7.9

8.0
6.2

25.4
40.7

45.5
62.5

5

17.2
14.8

37.5

60.0
66.7

47.7

55.8

33.3

10.8
3.3

19.7

47.4

54.7
54.9

12.1
12.4

28.0
40.7

49.0
62.5

6

48.5

47.8
60.2

29.8

33.3

32.9
13.3

15.6

33.3

17.4
26.5

19.3
16.7

0.0
0.0

53.1
54.2

7

44.2
35.9

34.5

55.7
80.0

3.9

36.1
29.4

17.7
16.1

46.3
54.2

8

30.2
35.9

32.1

48.7
90.6

23.2

48.3
27.8

9

32.1

27.3
6.3

0.0

45.5
55.6

10

26.5

50.2
59.7

11

21.5

12

9.0

13

39.1
39.0

40.0
40.8

41.3
38.4

36.6
33.3

50.8

52.4

57.7
76.1

49.8

41.2

40.2

40.3
47.1

19.5

48.1

46.0
46.6

28.5
25.0

20.4
18.6

26.9
38.6

48.4
50.2

Average
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Source: Authors’ compilation.
Note: LH = lower house; UH = upper house. Values appearing in boldface indicate seats held by a governing coalition and appear in the absence of data for the governing
party. The president of Bolivia in period 7 was Carlos Mesa, who took office after the resignation of Sánchez de Lozada. Mesa had no party affiliation. Álvaro Uribe came into
office in Colombia via an independent political movement (Primero Colombia) in period 8. The pro-Uribe portion of the elected legislators associated with the Liberal Party is
included in these percentages. Since period 4, the Peruvian congress has been unicameral, as has the Venezuelan congress since period 7.

42.2
47.7

41.4
43.3

54.4
43.3

55.4

82.1

Nicaragua

Panama

74.0
100.0

53.7

Honduras

LH
UH

51.0

Mexico

55.0

52.8
40.7

Dominican
Republic

Guatemala

42.0

El Salvador

47.4

Ecuador

55.8
55.4

31.7
27.7

41.8
29.2

Costa Rica

LH
UH

50.8
39.1

LH
UH

Argentina

36.2
37.0

1

Country

By period

Table 4.6. Percentage of Seats Held by Governing Party
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LH
UH

LH
UH

LH
UH

LH
UH

Bolivia

Brazil

Chile

Colombia

66.7
66.7

LH
UH

LH
UH

LH
UH

LH
UH

Paraguay

Peru

Uruguay

Venezuela

56.5
63.6

39.4
38.9

59.4
49.2

66.3
60.0

50.0

45.2

7.8
98.4

81.3

74.1

36.7

51.7
63.0

57.9

41.2
43.0

58.3
44.7

77.6
83.3

64.6
96.3

50.8
39.1

2

48.3
47.8

63.6
67.7

22.5
22.6

22.5
20.0

33.8

56.6

72.5
98.4

55.5

51.7

22.5

46.7
70.0

50.9

49.3
50.9

58.3
42.6

2.6
0.0

54.6
59.3

44.5
39.1

3

48.3
47.8

55.6
56.7

55.0

22.5
22.2

53.8

52.0
93.8

55.5

46.4

22.5

35.0
53.3

50.9

59.8
57.9

58.3
42.6

24.5
37.0

60.8
66.7

48.0
58.7

4

24.6
22.0

53.5
53.3

55.8

46.3
35.6

64.0
95.3

52.3

53.8

52.4

50.7

41.7
50.0

49.1

53.7
54.9

51.7
52.6

52.6
66.7

73.8
81.5

45.5
62.5

5

29.1
24.1

37.5

60.0
66.7

47.7

55.8

33.3

22.5

52.5
53.3

47.4

54.7
54.9

58.9
70.4

51.5
59.3

49.0
62.5

6

61.2

47.8
60.2

29.8

33.3

23.4

44.3
20.0

33.3

69.6
78.4

64.3
77.8

0.0
0.0

53.1
54.2

7

44.2
39.9

34.5

11.7

55.7
80.0

65.1
61.8

28.3
22.0

46.3
54.2

8

30.2
35.9

32.1

25.6

48.7
90.6

48.3
27.8

9

32.1

0.0

27.3
6.3

45.5
55.6

10

26.5

50.2
59.7

11

47.9

12
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9.0

13

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Note: UH = upper house; LH = lower house. Boldface numbers indicate president-congress periods when governments were supported by interparty coalitions.
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42.0
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47.4
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48.4
50.2

Average

Figure 4.1 Trends in the Majority Status of Governments in
Latin America, 1984–2004
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Source: Authors’ compilation.

Figure 4.2 Relation between Legislative Powers and Party-Based Powers
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Note: The index of partisan powers is an aggregation of two components. The first is the average of
the indexes for decentralization and nationalization of party systems found in Jones (2005). The second
is an index based on the percentage of seats held by the party of the president in the two most recent
elections.
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Conclusions
The governability of presidential democracies is closely connected to how the inherent tensions and competing responsibilities between the executive and legislative branches are
sorted out. On the one hand, governments need to be able to act. They need to respond
efficiently and effectively to pressing social and economic problems and to adopt policies
that will promote the well-being of society over the long term. Presidents, in particular, are
elected with a broad mandate to manage these national problems. Thus, presidents need to
have sufficient constitutional powers and partisan support for effective government.
On the other hand, intrinsic to the idea of democracy is the need for government to be
responsive to the views and interests of citizens. Elected officials should be held accountable for how they exercise public authority and use public funds. Thus, effective execution
of the representative and oversight responsibilities of the legislative branch is also essential to democratic governability. While these functions are clearly at odds with an imperial
presidency, they are important for the implementation of effective governmental responses
to social problems.
For the congress to develop its representation and oversight capacities, presidents must
not be endowed with such a high degree of proactive legislative powers that they can develop
policies—including budgetary ones—in relative isolation, at times bypassing the congress
altogether (Eaton, 2000; Negretto, 2004). In addition, opposition forces must have a voice in
congress. Progovernment legislators need sufficient independence from the party hierarchy,
and the proper electoral incentives, to play a role in shaping and overseeing policy choices.
Developing legislative policy-making and oversight capacities is also likely to be impaired if there is an overly fragmented division of seats among political parties. A legislature strongly divided along partisan lines—especially if that partisanship is exacerbated by
regional and ethnic divisions—may block positive policy actions proposed by the executive.
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islators may be willing to grant presidents considerable power when they know that they
are unable to get things done themselves (Archer and Shugart, 1997). Presidents in several
countries—such as Bolivia, El Salvador, and Uruguay—are relatively weak in both partisan
and constitutional powers.
In contrast, countries that have traditionally had relatively concentrated party systems
tend to be those in which the president’s legislative powers are weaker, such as Honduras
and Guatemala.
Compensating for a fragmented party system with a president endowed with proactive
legislative powers, however, may not be the best scenario for building a strong system of
checks and balances and a legitimate system of representation. To meet this objective, there
is no substitute for a congress that has a capacity for collective action and that develops
the professional capabilities to participate jointly in the policy-making process and in the
oversight of the executive branch. Though constitutional powers may be useful in extreme
moments of crisis, it is valuable for the institutionalization of the checks-and-balances system that presidents develop policies through consensus with parties in the legislature, no
matter how difficult this may sometimes be.
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At the same time, the legislature may be unable to act collectively to develop alternative
approaches or to effectively monitor the executive.
Thus, the evidence discussed in this chapter suggests that democratic governability
is complicated in several countries by an excessively fragmented party system. This may
be rooted, at least in part—as we saw in Chapter 3—in characteristics of the electoral
system. Moreover, the extent of party system fragmentation has been growing over the last
two decades. This could complicate effective policy making and increase the incentive of
presidents to take advantage of their proactive lawmaking powers and reduce the role of
legislatures.
This is precisely the dangerous scenario that critics of presidentialism warn can limit its
effectiveness and stability. Despite the growing tendency toward multiple parties, however,
no country has changed the fundamental structure of its political regime from presidentialism to parliamentarism or semipresidentialism. However, a few countries have incorporated
several semiparliamentary or semipresidential features that had previously existed in other
countries of the region. These have included providing congress with the power to censure
and remove cabinet members; providing the president with the power, in highly specified
circumstances, to dissolve the legislature; and, in one case, establishing the position of a
cabinet chief held partly accountable to the legislature. But these features, whether adopted
prior to or during the region’s recent democratization period, have not significantly affected
how the systems function in practice except in a couple of cases. Another incipient, though
still fairly weak, trend has been to attempt to control or limit presidential decree powers and
strengthen the capacity of the legislature by modernizing information systems and increasing staff support for legislators and legislative committees.
A clear reaction to the fragmentation of party systems has been the growing tendency of
elected presidents to forge coalitions with other parties in order to govern more effectively.
As a consequence of the increased dispersion of party systems, and in some cases the weakening of parties, coalitions are likely to become even more necessary in the future. Figure
4.1 shows that the steady decline in the percentage of single-party majority governments
has been matched with an increasing number of coalition-backed governments. The result
of these parallel trends is a relatively modest decline in the percentage of governments with
a majority in congress when the coalition partners of the president’s party are considered.
Clearly, government effectiveness has been facilitated by resorting to this somewhat
parliamentary form of presidential governance. Maintaining coalitions has been facilitated
in two particular cases (Bolivia and Chile) by features of the electoral system that provide
fairly powerful incentives for parties to form alliances. But determining the general viability
of coalitions for alleviating governability problems in multiparty presidential systems is a
matter that demands more detailed study.
The endowment of presidents with inordinate legislative powers has also, in several
cases, impaired the development of the legislature’s capacity to engage itself effectively in
policy making and executive oversight. Of course, the development of such capacity has
also been occasionally limited by electoral system features such as the lack of democratic
procedures within political parties and the excessive degree of control exerted by leaders
in the selection of candidates. The high turnover rate of legislators—whether because of
mandated term limits, party nominating procedures, or the lack of prestige and rewards
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of a legislative career—has also in some cases deterred the strengthening of the legislative branch. If legislators have little desire or ability to build a career in the legislature and
remain in office, they also have little incentive to be responsive to their constituents or to
invest in developing the knowledge and capacities necessary to perform a more proactive
policy-making and oversight role.
To a great extent, the circumstances in which Latin American democracies operated
during the 1980s and early 1990s have also influenced their approach to policy making.
Economic crises and growing problems of public safety provided the incentive and a justification for centralized policy-making structures and a relatively minimal role for congress.
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Institutions of Democratic
Accountability in
Latin America: Legal Design
versus Actual Performance
While the question of how to hold democratic public officials accountable has long been
debated, the issue has been subject to renewed scrutiny in studies of Latin America’s thirdwave democracies.1 Recent democratic transitions in the region have included efforts to
constitutionalize agencies responsible for controlling the exercise of public authority—an
objective that runs against once-prevalent approaches to governance in the region, and
also differs from the classic conception of three separate and counterbalancing branches
of power. The idea has been to make these agencies independent of traditional branches of
government. Until recently, governmental institutions—particularly those connected with
the executive branch—have been rarely controlled, either by their own monitoring systems
or by other government branches.
The traditional concept of democratic accountability includes the supervision and control of public authority both by citizens (through elections) and other branches of government. Though important, elections have long been recognized as insufficient in the provision of full accountability.2 Where representative institutions are inadequately developed
and legislator accountability mechanisms poorly configured, there is a particular need for
additional layers of protection against the abuse of public authority (O’Donnell, 1994). In
hopes of increasing governmental accountability, over the past two decades countries in
1

2

See O’Donnell (1994, 1999, 2000); Schedler, Diamond, and Plattner (1999); Centro Latinoamericano de Administración para el Desarrollo (CLAD) (2000); Fox (2005); Smulovitz and Peruzotti (2003); and Moreno, Crisp, and
Shugart (2003).
The limits and possibilities of elections and representative institutions in ensuring accountability are examined
in Przeworski, Stokes, and Manin (1999); Lupia and McCubbins (1998); and Moreno, Crisp, and Shugart (2003).
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the region have adopted constitutional and institutional reforms affecting both traditional
instruments and innovative institutions.
Other reforms also have the potential to enhance accountability, even if this was not
their principal aim. Many countries have introduced mechanisms for direct citizen participation, thus providing opportunities for the populace to provide decision-making input and,
in limited cases, to revoke the mandate of public officials (see Chapter 8).
In addition, far-reaching judicial reforms in the region have helped redefine the role
of the judicial system. Though the process is ongoing and the changes required profound,
rules and codes—as well as the administration and management of the system itself—have
been reformed in many countries. Such reforms have been necessary to respond to the need
for more secure and legally predictable property rights, greater citizen access to and trust
in the judicial system, and the improved efficiency and quality of judicial decisions. Legal
system reform has been seen as an essential part of the broader processes of democratic
consolidation and economic reform (Hammergren, 1998).
An important objective of many of the judicial reforms that have been carried out in
the region has been to establish a more independent judiciary that can better exercise legal
accountability and ensure adherence to constitutional precepts and universal protection of
civil rights. An independent and effective judiciary is necessary to protect against public authority infringement of the constitution and other laws, provide for evenhanded interpretation and enforcement of laws, and administer criminal justice in an unbiased fashion. As is
evident in still-lagging perceptions of judicial independence, this is an area where ongoing
and long-term efforts are needed (Figure 5.1) (Domingo, 1999).
A reconceptualization of the state as a creation and servant of its citizens has notably
contributed to the recognition that it is important to hold public officials accountable and
ensure transparency in the management of public funds. Redefining the public domain as
an area of citizen responsibility and ownership has paralleled the elevation of the “participative” concept of democracy in democratic theory. According to this perspective, public
accountability and transparency are irreplaceable elements of good governance and policy
(Avritzer, 2000; Cohen, 2000; Bohman, 2000).
Over the past decade, the terms accountability and governability have been prominent in academic analyses of the new Latin American democracies. These studies have focused attention on the potential tension that exists between the need for oversight of political power
and the need for effective government. On the one hand, for government to adequately
respond to pressing social problems and citizen demands, power must be sufficiently concentrated to enable the making of sound and timely decisions. On the other, it is dangerous
to confer great power upon particular individuals or institutions, since doing so increases
the risk that such authority will be abused. The logical conclusion is that the use of power
should be effectively monitored and controlled, but in a way that is not detrimental to the
efficacy of the decision-making process.
In addition to reforming their judicial systems, many Latin American countries have
developed and strengthened institutions overseeing the exercise of public authority. To
reduce governmental corruption, it is particularly important to introduce and strengthen
merit systems in public administration, as well as internal mechanisms for the monitoring
and control of official actions in public agencies. Such reforms have been beneficial where

Figure 5.1 Perceptions of Judicial Independence, 2005
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Source: World Economic Forum (2006).
Note: The scores are based on responses to the World Economic Forum’s Executive Opinion Survey. An
average of 94 chief executive officers or top-level managers are polled in each country from a sample of
companies.

they have been successfully implemented, but much work remains to be done. How they
are implemented is important; by themselves, these accountability-building mechanisms
are insufficient.
The concept of accountability can also be expressed in the word answerability. Ensuring
that government officials are answerable for their actions entails the use of three different
mechanisms: (1) officials must be obligated to inform citizens and public agencies about
their decisions, with the understanding that their conduct is monitored externally; (2) those
who wield power must explain or justify their decisions and actions if so demanded by
citizens, other public officials, or institutions; and (3) evident abuses of power or the public
trust must be subject to negative sanctions (Schedler, 1999). Though public documentation
of authority abuses is indispensable, it is, on its own, insufficient for the achievement of
accountability. Effective deterrence requires the implementation of predictable, negative
consequences for those who violate the public trust (Fox, 2005). The three aspects of accountability—transparency and monitoring, justification, and enforcement—are all needed
to manage the diverse forms that the abuse of authority might take.
Ensuring accountability in practice requires attention to a wide range of capabilities
and structures in an array of organizations and legal and procedural areas. Not only must
public officials and agencies be compelled to fully and accurately disclose their decisions
and budgetary accounts, but a diverse body of independent, motivated, and capable people
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must monitor the information provided, detect improprieties, determine legal responsibility, and impose sanctions when appropriate. At the same time, a participatory citizenry, a
vibrant and well-organized civil society, and a pluralistic and independent media are essential to monitor government activities, expose abuses of power and violations of civil rights,
raise public expectations of state performance, and bring political pressure to bear so that
overseeing institutions can take the appropriate remedial actions.
There are several types of accountability enforcement mechanisms in the Latin
American legal tradition, depending on the nature of the transgression. In some cases, several enforcement mechanisms operate at the same time (Groisman and Lerner, 2000). The
first type of enforcement mechanism inherent in a democratic system is political sanction,
through which a public official can be removed by defeat in a competitive election or—in
the context of some constitutions or particular circumstances—through the revocation
of the official’s mandate either through the vote of citizens (recall) or congress (censure
or political judgment). Such a sanction may not necessarily result from a violation of the
law. At times, it may be merely due to beliefs that the official performed unsatisfactorily or
was insufficiently responsive to his or her constituents. The second type of enforcement,
administrative sanction, comes into play when the rules, procedures, or ethical norms of
an organization are breached. The third, civil sanction, consists of the obligation to repair
damages caused by an action that constitutes a violation of the law. Finally, criminal sanction is applied when a crime or misdemeanor is committed. A fiscal sanction implies, in
addition to criminal liability, the need to remedy monetary or proprietary harm to the state
or particular groups of citizens.
Accountability, when promoted through actions and institutions within the state, can
be referred to as “horizontal accountability.” Accountability promoted through the actions of
individual citizens, civil society organizations, or other nonstate actors is considered “vertical accountability.” The effectiveness of accountability depends on the positive interaction
between both horizontal and vertical dimensions (Figure 5.2). Proper mechanisms for electoral accountability and strong civil society organizations are needed to generate constant
pressure to uncover and punish abuses of authority, and to develop and sustain accountability agencies with sufficient authority, capability, and political independence. However,
without the existence of independent and properly authorized state agencies, vertical accountability mechanisms will not result in the sanctioning of officials who abuse their powers, and instead will likely fuel citizen frustration, cynicism, and apathy (O’Donnell, 1999;
Fox, 2005; Moreno, Crisp, and Shugart, 2003). Horizontal agencies such as independent and
effective electoral management bodies and courts are also necessary to allow vertical electoral mechanisms to function credibly, fairly, and without corruption.
Recently, there has been particular emphasis placed on the establishment of horizontal
accountability agencies to fight corruption and promote transparency in Latin America.
Anticorruption initiatives have focused on creating national entities solely devoted to fighting corrupt practices. As in the case of other semiautonomous accountability agencies, to
be effective these entities must enjoy broad public respect, maintain credibility, operate
transparently, and remain open to the scrutiny of the press and civil society (Pope and Vogl,
2000). Nonetheless, they must also be afforded considerable political autonomy to avoid
being undermined, ignored, or manipulated by the political elite.

Figure 5.2 Accountability Mechanisms in Presidential
Democratic Systems
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O’Donnell (1999) has defined horizontal accountability as “the existence of state agencies that are legally enabled and empowered, and factually willing and able, to take actions
that span from routine oversight to criminal sanctions or impeachment in relation to actions
or omissions by other agents or agencies of the state that may be qualified as unlawful.”
This definition not only takes into account endogenous factors, such as the legal authority
and institutional design of the agencies responsible for enforcing such controls, but also
exogenous factors that enable these agencies to act according to their legal authorization.
Horizontal accountability is practiced by two types of institutions (O’Donnell, 2003):
•

Balance institutions. These traditional institutions exercise horizontal balance accountability, or control, through a balance between separate branches of authority with
somewhat distinct, though overlapping, responsibilities and powers. The separate origin and distinct missions of these institutions gives their members an incentive to prevent infringements on the jurisdiction and authority of others and to check large-scale
abuses of constitutional power. Such a check involves reactive and relatively sporadic
control, since, in theory, it is only wielded when a branch of government senses that its
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Horizontal accountability

The actual results of mandated agencies’ efforts in fostering democratic accountability are quite difficult to determine, given the diverse institutions involved and the wide
variation across nations in the nature of their responsibilities and powers and the extent to

Table 5.1. English and Spanish Terms for Horizontal
Accountability Agencies
Supreme audit institutions
Comptroller General’s Office
General Accounting Office
Auditor General’s Office
Court of Accounts
Inspectors General

Contraloría General
Tribunal de Cuentas
Auditoría General
Corte de Cuentas
Fiscalización Superior

Prosecutorial/investigative agencies
Public Prosecutor
Prosecutor General
Special Prosecutor
Attorney General’s Office

Procuraduría General
Ministerio Público
Fiscalía General

Agencies for the defense of citizens’ rights
Human Rights Ombudsman
Public Defender
Civil Rights Commission
Source: Authors’ compilation.
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•

authority has been infringed upon by other institutions, or when constitutional rights
or important laws have been violated.
Mandated agencies. These are public institutions (many of them recently created or institutionalized) that practice horizontal mandated accountability. Most were not established
as much to regulate the overall balance between the main branches of government as
to curb more specific, though still fairly undefined, risks of infringement. Agencies with
similar names and purposes across countries differ greatly in their institutional origins,
the nature of their relationship with the three traditional branches of authority, the
procedures through which their top officials are appointed, the range of their authority,
and the source of their financing (Table 5.1). As a consequence, the nature and degree of
their political autonomy and their capacity to monitor, investigate, and punish abuses
of power or violations of citizen rights also vary. Since their precise function is to exercise control, they are proactive in their job of monitoring transgressions of authority or
corruption. The result of the efforts to complement traditional accountability institutions are complex and sometimes overlapping agencies that include auditor generals,
courts of accounts, attorney general’s offices, public prosecutor offices, public defender,
and human rights ombudsman. These agencies perform their assigned tasks with varying degrees of effectiveness and political independence.

Supreme Audit Institutions
Institutions created to oversee the execution of the budget were established around the
region in the early part of the 20th century. Most were designed to be dependent on the
legislature, though in functional terms, they are semiautonomous. The most significant
modernization and institutionalization of supreme audit institutions has resulted from the
efforts over the past 20 years to make them in practice truly independent of the traditional
branches of government. The trend has been a gradual shift away from purely formal legal
control of budgetary execution toward evaluations based on the measured criteria of efficiency, effectiveness, and economy.
The jurisdictions of supreme audit institutions differ across countries. There are three
models relevant to Latin America (Groisman and Lerner, 2000). The first is the French model
of the court of accounts (Cour des Comptes), which has a collegiate directorate and, though
part of the national public administration, has substantial independence.
The second is based on the Italian (Corte dei Conti) and Spanish (Tribunal de Cuentas)
models. This model also has a collegiate directorate, is independent from the executive and
legislative branches, and has the power to enforce the laws governing the administration
of the budget, and to sanction abuses of authority. This model was adopted by Guatemala,
Brazil, and El Salvador. It was also used in Argentina until 1993, when the Auditoria General,
which lacks judicial powers, replaced the Tribunal de Cuentas.
The third is the Anglo-American model of the unipersonal comptroller or accounting
office. This office originates in and reports to the legislative branch and possesses no judicial powers, although it does monitor execution of the budget to confirm compliance with
budgetary law. The Anglo-American model has been adopted by most of the countries in the
region. However, in Nicaragua, the comptroller’s office was replaced by a court of accounts
because the executive believed that the former institution had too much power.
The court of accounts aims to ensure formal and legal conformity of budget execution
with budgetary law, and focuses on this over efficiency criteria (Groisman and Lerner, 2000).
Courts of accounts with judicial enforcement powers may establish administrative legal
responsibility for the misuse of public funds or violations of the law. This procedure is followed in Brazil, Chile, El Salvador, Guatemala, and Panama. Some institutions that do not
have judicial powers, however, may urge other public institutions to prepare the legal case
and procedures to be followed in order to determine responsibility. This is the procedure
established in Uruguay, Paraguay, Costa Rica, and Nicaragua.
Regardless of whether institutions have judicial functions, some have prior or ex ante
powers of control. The purpose of this control is to verify the legality or appropriateness of
administrative actions before their implementation, and to authorize or suspend them ac-
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which they exercise these in practice. Within the limitations imposed by the relative novelty
of mandated institutions, and the deficiency of available information, this chapter examines
their institutional design. Specifically, it seeks to evaluate the actual performance of three
of the most important mandated agencies: supreme audit institutions, offices of the public
prosecutor or attorney general, and ombudsman’s offices.

Table 5.2. Central Audit Institutions

Control,
ex ante

Institution
tied to the
executive
branch

Institution
tied to the
legislature

Argentina
Auditoría
General de
la Nación
Bolivia
Contraloría
General de
la República

Degree of
independence1

X

Financial and
operational
independence

X

Financial
and operational
independence

X

Brazil
Tribunal de
Cuentas de
la Unión

X
(juicio de
cuentas)

Chile
Contraloría
General de
la República

Institutional
independence

X
(Both)

Colombia
Contraloría
General de
la República

Institutional
independence

X
(juicio de
cuentas)

Costa Rica
Contraloría
General de
la República

X

Dominican
Republic
Contraloría
General
Cámara de
Cuentas

X

X

X

Ecuador
Contraloría
General del
Estado
El Salvador
Corte de
Cuentas de
la República

Financial and
operational
independence

Administrative,
budgetary, and
financial
autonomy
X

Reports to
congress

Institutional
independence

X
(juicio de
cuentas)

Guatemala
Contraloría
de Cuentas de
la República

X

Operational
independence

X
(juicio de
cuentas)

Honduras
Contraloría
General de
la República

X

Operational
and administrative
independence

Mexico
Entidad de
Fiscalización
Superior de
la Federación

X

Technical and
administrative
autonomy

(continued)
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Country/
name of
institution

Issuable indictments:
juicio de
cuentas and
violations of
law2

Table 5.2. (continued)

Control,
ex ante

Nicaragua
Consejo
Superior de la
Contraloría
General de la
República
Panama
Contraloría
General de
la República

Institution
tied to the
legislature
X

X

Paraguay
Contraloría
General de
la República
Tribunal de
Cuentas

Degree of
independence1
Operational
and administrative
autonomy

Institutional
independence

X
(juicio de
cuentas)

X

Peru
Contraloría
General de
la República

X

Uruguay
Tribunal de
Cuentas de
la República

X

Venezuela
Contraloría
General de
la República

Institution
tied to the
executive
branch

Institutional
independence

X

Operational
autonomy

Citizen power;
operational,
administrative,
and organizational
autonomy

Source: Authors’ compilation.
1
The column reflects specifically what the constitution or law establishing the institution says in respect to
the independence of the body.
2
Generally, a juicio de cuentas implies the finding of legal responsibility by the audit institution and the
initiation and execution of the judicial process. A violation of the law requires the involvement of another
judicial body.

cordingly. This is the procedure followed in the Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Panama,
Peru, and Uruguay, although several of these countries are considering moving to a resultsbased approach (Table 5.2).
Although supreme audit institutions (mainly Contralorías) that follow the AngloAmerican model have no judicial functions, they do have instruments of control that
can be very effective in certain cases. The recommendations and findings made in their
reports are not binding, but these agencies generally use follow-up mechanisms that
serve as deterrents. In such cases, the controls seek to correct rather than to penalize.
This approach has been used in Argentina (since 1993), Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, and
Venezuela.
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Country/
name of
institution

Issuable indictments:
juicio de
cuentas and
violations of
law2

3

4

Mexico has two audit agencies: the Supreme Auditing Office of the Federation, and the Secretariat of the
Comptrollership and Administrative Development. The first agency reports to the legislative branch, the second
to the executive.
The Dominican Republic also has the Camara de Cuentas, associated with the legislature. However, this institution
has few resources and little power.
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Among Latin America’s supreme audit institutions, most are connected to the legislative branch, while several are independent or tied to the executive. In Argentina, Brazil,
Costa Rica, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico,3 Nicaragua, Paraguay, and Uruguay, audit institutions are dependent on the legislature. In Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Panama, and Peru,
they are independent; in Bolivia and the Dominican Republic,4 they are tied to the executive
branch. The court of accounts in El Salvador is not associated with the legislative branch,
but does submit an annual report to the legislature. A noteworthy case is Venezuela, where
the comptroller’s office is connected with Poder Ciudadano, or “citizen power,” defined in the
constitution as a separate branch of government. In theory, this affords it extensive independence from the three traditional branches of government. For all of these institutions,
however, the real litmus test of independence is the extent to which they are autonomous
in budgetary and functional terms. This varies from country to country, and does not exist
simply as a result of a constitutional stipulation.
There is a greater variety among the directorships of supreme audit institutions (Table
5.3). Four countries appoint directors for five-year terms (Honduras, Panama, Paraguay,
and Uruguay); three for four years (Colombia, Ecuador, and Guatemala); two for eight years
(Argentina and Costa Rica); two for seven years (Peru and Venezuela); one for 10 years
(Bolivia); one for six years (Nicaragua); one for three years (El Salvador); one for one year
(Brazil, although members of the directorate stay indefinitely until the age of 70); and one
that is appointed and removed at the pleasure of the president (the Dominican Republic). In
Mexico, the director of the supreme audit institution is appointed for eight years, while the
director of the Secretariat of Comptrollership and Administrative Development is appointed
for an indefinite period by the president.
Directors are generally designated by the legislative branch in Argentina, Colombia,
Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico (the federal audit authority),
Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Uruguay, and Venezuela. In Brazil, the president of
the court of accounts (Tribunal de Cuentas) is appointed by the members of the tribunal.
Two-thirds of tribunal members are appointed by the congress and the remainder by the
president, subject to senate confirmation. In the other countries, the executive appoints
the directors. In Chile, however, the president designates the controller general subject to
approval of a majority in the senate.
Institutional design varies even more in the process for removing comptrollers from
office. In 11 countries, the comptroller can be removed by the same power through which
he or she is appointed. In Brazil, Colombia, and Panama, the judiciary issues the order.
In Colombia, Ecuador, Nicaragua, Paraguay, and Venezuela, candidates for comptroller
are presented on a short list of three candidates to be selected by another branch of
government. Only the secretary of comptrollership and administrative development in
Mexico, and the comptroller in the Dominican Republic, are freely appointed and removed by the president.

Table 5.3. Supreme Audit Institution Directors
Term of office
(years)

Removal of director/
directorate

Argentina
Presidente de
la Auditoría

Legislature

8 (renewable)

Bolivia
Contralor
General de
la República

Executive
(proposed by the senate)

10

Legislature through a trial
by the supreme court

Brazil
Ministropresidente
del Tribunal
de Cuentas
de la Unión

President: By collegial
tribunal de cuentas
Ministers: one-third by the
president, with senate
confirmation; two-thirds
by the congress

1

Supreme federal tribunal

Chile
Contralor
General de
la República

Appointed by the president,
subject to consent of majority
in senate

Colombia
Contralor
General de
la República

Legislature (from list presented
by the constitutional court,
the supreme court, and the
council of state)

Costa Rica
Contralor
General de
la República

Legislature

Dominican
Republic
Contralor
General de
la República

Executive

Ecuador
Contralor
General del
Estado

President (from list presented
by congress)

El Salvador
Presidente
de la Corte
de Cuentas de
la República

Legislature

3
(renewable)

Legislature

Guatemala
Contralor
General de
Cuentas

Legislature

4
(single term)

Legislature

Honduras
Contralor
General de
la República

Legislature

5

Legislature

Until age 70

Indefinite term
until 75 years
of age
4

8
(renewable)

Chamber of deputies
carries out accusation
and the senate removes
Supreme court, after
previous accusation of
public prosecutor
Legislature

Indefinite

4

Legislature (after
impeachment)

(continued)
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Country/title Appointment of
director/directorate
of director

Table 5.3. (continued)

Mexico
Titular de
la Entidad de
Fiscalización
Superior de la
Federación

Legislature

Secretario de
Executive
Contraloría y
Desarrollo
Administrativo

Term of office
(years)

Removal of director/
directorate

8

Legislature, or through
impeachment

Indefinite

Executive, freely; also
through impeachment

Nicaragua
Presidente
del Consejo
Superior de
la Contraloría
General

The superior council of the
comptrollership chooses its
president and vice president
from its five members

Miembros del
Consejo Superior de la
Contraloría
General de la
República

Legislature (from a list proposed
by the president and
representatives to the
legislative assembly)

Panama
Contralor
General de
la República

Legislature

5
(renewable)

Paraguay
Contralor
General de
la República

Legislature

5

Executive, after consent
of senate

Peru
Contralor
General de
la República

Legislature (proposed by
the president)

7

Legislature

Uruguay
Presidente
del Tribunal
de Cuentas

Legislature

5

Legislature, after final
decision of courts of justice
or competent court

Venezuela
Contralor
General de
la República

Legislature (from a list
presented by a group
of citizens)

7
(renewable)

Legislature, after determination by the supreme
court of justice

Source: Authors’ compilation.
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director/directorate
of director

In the process of formulating, enacting, and executing the budget, the separation of powers of the executive and legislative branches is the chief source of public accountability. As
pointed out in Chapter 4, the budgetary powers divided between the two branches include
the power to propose budgetary law (a power that is formally conferred upon presidents
throughout the region), the power of the legislative branch to modify the budget proposed
by the president, and the power of the president to veto the budget or to modify it after it
has been approved by the legislature. Aside from these constitutionally embedded powers,
the balance of partisan forces in the congress can also significantly influence the roles of
the two governmental branches in the budgetary process.
In Latin American presidential systems, the executive tends to dominate this process
throughout its various stages. This does not necessarily mean that the executive infringes
upon the powers of the legislative branch, but rather that his or her formal authority is
broad in this area. This excessive power over the budget has been seen as an impediment
to horizontal and vertical accountability, leading some critics to allege that Latin American
presidents are budgetary dictators. Thus, the process of establishing compliance with
budgetary law not only depends on the existence of independent audit institutions with
considerable capability and authority. It also depends on an adequate balance of power in
budgetary matters between the legislative and executive branches, which tends to be absent
in Latin America.
Several recommendations for the ideal design of supreme audit institutions appear in
the specialized literature. These recommendations point to the need for highly professional
members, functional and administrative autonomy, and—to the extent possible—budgetary autonomy. Autonomy and independence may be advantageous and necessary, but
sometimes they are not exclusively dependent upon institutional design. For example,
while financial autonomy may be called for in the constitution, the actual means for putting its requirements into practice—such as guaranteeing a fixed share of the budget—requires additional steps. During previous authoritarian periods, courts of accounts in many
countries were formally independent. However, despite wielding broad powers and judicial
authority, their actions were limited to reporting excesses, and perpetrators were seldom
prosecuted. When their work caused trouble for the ruling government, the president would
typically remove court members from office illegally and replace them with presidential
allies. This was possible because of the strong control wielded by the president over the
legislative branch and judicial system. Even under the current democratic systems, formal
independence does not always guarantee it in practice. For example, in Nicaragua, reports
submitted by the comptroller’s office led to an intense clash, the immediate consequence
of which was the adoption of the current collegial directorate system.
Factors beyond institutional design also influence the effectiveness of agencies responsible for horizontal accountability. These agencies need timely access to reliable information, and require the ongoing support and participation of civil society and external actors
(O’Donnell, 1999).
Thus, a mutually reinforcing and positive interaction between the elements of horizontal and vertical accountability is essential. In fact, a great deal of the success achieved by
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Performance of Supreme Audit Institutions

Attorney General’s/Prosecutor General’s Office
The role of initiating the process of determining legal and criminal responsibility has been
constitutionally assigned to different entities, including the Ministerio Público, Procuraduría
General, and more recently, the Fiscalía General. Given the diverse institutional natures and
functions of these distinct entities across the region, it is not possible to develop a consistent classification for describing them. Nor is it easy to link the functions of the common
Anglo-American versions of these entities (such as the offices of the public prosecutor,
solicitor general, and attorney general) with their Spanish-language equivalents in Latin
American political systems. At the risk of conceptual imprecision, “attorney general” is used
to refer to the Latin American Ministerio Público, although their functions often differ.
The duties of the attorney general vary from country to country. They include issuing
indictments and carrying out accusatory and criminal proceedings, directing and promoting
procedural and criminal procedural investigations, defending the legal authority and the
interests of the state, and defending the civil and human rights of citizens. The most important actions against corruption taken over the past decade have been headed by the offices
of the attorney general or prosecutor general. The independence and competence of these
agencies is critical to democratic governability in the region.

5

The Kemmerer Missions, led by a U.S. banking official named Edwin W. Kemmerer, were carried out across many
countries in Latin America during the 1920s with the purpose of strengthening financial institutions and procedures. These missions generally recommended the creation of comptroller general’s offices.
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Latin American supreme audit institutions has resulted from citizen cooperation in reporting to and working with the control authorities to expose public authorities’ legal violations. The organization of the political system also influences the development of effective
accountability in public financing. Divided government, for example, can contribute to the
creation of such a capacity. However, divided government also increases the potential for
conflict between the legislative and executive branches, and subsequent governmental ineffectiveness, which under certain circumstances can endanger the stability of the democratic
regime. Thus, the short- and long-term development of effective oversight capability may
conflict with the political requirements for effective decision making (Kenney, 2003).
This dilemma must be resolved according to the values prioritized by society at a given
time. There is a tendency to blame new oversight mechanisms for impeding efficient decision making. The reality, however, is quite different: when they have not been undermined
by the executive branch, new control institutions have been key to controlling abuses in the
exercise of power.
Comptroller general offices have been the most common form of supreme audit institution adopted in Latin America in the 20th century, due partly to the influence of the
Kemmerer Missions.5 However, they have been often limited in their performance because
of the different, overlapping legal functions of the diverse public institutions involved in law
enforcement and justice administration.

6

The administration of President Vicente Fox proposed a reform in 2004 that would create a general prosecuting
attorney’s office that is independent of the executive branch. This had not yet been enacted by the end of 2005.
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In some countries, more than one institution performs the most important function of the
attorney general. In Colombia, the attorney general’s office oversees and brings legal proceedings against top-level public officials, protects civil rights, and defends the legal authority of
the state. But the accusatory function is carried out by the general prosecutor’s office, which
is under the judiciary system rather than the attorney general’s office. In Ecuador, within a
single ministry—the Ministerio Público—the functions of criminal prosecution and representation of the state’s interests in legal matters are divided between two agencies—the attorney
general’s office (Procuraduría General) and the prosecutor general’s office (Fiscalía General).
During the 1990s, most countries in the region began to introduce major reforms
in their criminal justice systems. These included Colombia (1991); Argentina (1992);
Guatemala (1994); Costa Rica (1998); El Salvador (1998); Paraguay (1999); Venezuela (1999);
and Bolivia, Chile, Ecuador, and Honduras (2000). These reforms have been described as a
change from inquisitorial, or quasi-inquisitorial, systems to more accusatorial, or adversarial, systems. This change has entailed the introduction of oral arguments and public trials
instead of written proceedings, and the creation of a sharp distinction between the roles of
investigation and prosecution on the one hand, and adjudication on the other. In addition,
reforms have involved the introduction of some degree of prosecutorial discretion and alternative dispute resolution mechanisms in order to streamline criminal processes.
One of the important matters in the debate over the institutional design of attorney
general’s offices is their institutional position. There is an ongoing discussion regarding
the advantages and disadvantages of linking the attorney general’s office with the executive
branch or the judiciary, or establishing it as an independent entity (in Spanish, an extrapoder)
outside the other branches of government (Duce, 1999). Table 5.4 shows that in six countries
(Brazil, Costa Rica, the Dominican Republic, Mexico, Panama, and Paraguay) the attorney
general’s office is under the judiciary, while only in Uruguay is it under the executive branch.
Even though officially under the judicial branch, the attorney general in Mexico is appointed
by the president, with the performance of his or her duties under the jurisdiction of the executive branch.6 Thus, the formal connection to a given branch of government such as the
judiciary is not always an indicator of the attorney general’s true functional relationship to
the government.
Attorney general’s offices in other countries of the region are independent from the
traditional branches of government. Colombia is atypical, with an autonomous attorney
general’s office; however, its prosecutor general’s office, which carries out accusatory duties,
is formally part of the judiciary but functionally autonomous. In Venezuela, the attorney
general’s office is under the citizen branch, or “citizen power” (Poder Ciudadano). Starting with
the 1988 constitutional reform, Brazil’s attorney general was made truly independent from
the other branches of government. The office was given broader jurisdiction and new powers
to control abuses of power and to defend social and collective rights by means of public actions. Thus, the regional trend is toward independence from the executive branch, whether
through operational autonomy—the creation of an additional branch outside any other of
the government (extrapoder)—or the establishment of links under the judiciary.

Table 5.4. Attorney General’s Offices (Ministerio Público)
Tied to
Independent,
other
instioutside
tutions
branch

Country

Name of entity

Argentina

Ministerio Público Fiscal y
Ministerio Público de la Defensa

Bolivia

Fiscalía General de la República

Brazil

Ministerio Público de la Unión o
de los Estados

Chile

Ministerio Público

X

Colombia

Procuraduría General de la Nación

X

Costa Rica

Fiscalía General de la República

X

Dominican
Republic

Ministerio Público

X

Ecuador

Ministerio Público

X

El Salvador

Procuraduría General de la República

X

Guatemala

Fiscalía General and Procuraduría
General de la Nación

X

Honduras

Ministerio Público

Mexico

Ministerio Público Federal

Nicaragua

Ministerio Público

Panama

Ministerio Público

X

Paraguay

Ministerio Público

X

Peru

Ministerio Público

X

Uruguay

Ministerio Público

Technical
independence

Venezuela

Ministerio Público

X
X
X

Operational and
administrative
autonomy

Full operational
independence

X
X
X

Operational and
administrative
independence

X
Executive
X
Citizen power

Source: Authors’ compilation.
1
In Mexico and the Dominican Republic, the attorney general is appointed by the president but, according
to the constitution, is tied to the judicial branch.

Despite the importance of the debate over the institutional position of the attorney
general’s office, in many cases the discussion has been overly theoretical, with limited attention to the problems these institutions confront in practice.
A second matter of debate involves the function of attorney general’s offices in the new
criminal procedure model. In this model, the prosecuting function of the attorney general’s
office is responsible for preliminary investigation and accusation, whereas previously these
had been the responsibility of other criminal investigation entities. The new model has
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Tied to the
judiciary1

Table 5.5. Appointment and Period of Service of the Attorney General
Period of
service
(years)

Reappointment

Argentina

Not defined in
the constitution

Bolivia

Institution that
appoints head
of agency

Institution that
removes head of
agency

Not defined in
the constitution

Executive (with
consent of twothirds of senate)

Not defined in
the constitution

10

Yes (after one
term period)

National congress

Chamber of deputies

Brazil

2

Yes (one time)

President (with
approval of majority
of senate)

President (with approval
of majority of senate)

Chile

10

Yes (but not
consecutive)

President (proposed
by the supreme
court with consent
of senate)

Supreme court (after
motion by the president
of the chamber of
deputies)

Colombia

4

Yes

Senate (from list of
Supreme court (after
candidates proposed
indictment by the Fiscal
by the president, the General de la Nación)
supreme court, and
the Consejo de Estado)

Costa Rica

4

Yes

Supreme court

Supreme court

Dominican
Republic

Not limited

Yes

President

President
(total discretion)

Country

(continued)
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been instituted in most Latin American countries, though the previous system was retained
in specific cases, such as under the reform of the Argentine federal system in 1992. The attorney general’s office’s specific role in the new context of the accusatory system of criminal
procedure varies from one country to another, but it is generally a central actor in the new
criminal prosecution process.
In most countries in the region, the executive and judicial branches have a clear role in
appointing and removing the attorney general. Appointment of the attorney general is made
by the executive in nine countries, although in several of these the consent of a chamber
of the legislature (usually the senate) is needed, or the executive selects from a list of candidates prepared by either the legislature or part of the judiciary (Table 5.5). In Chile, the
supreme court recommends candidates and the president appoints someone from this list
with the assent of two-thirds of the senate. The supreme court also has the power to remove
the incumbent from office. In Brazil, the president appoints the attorney general from among
career civil service officials after the candidate has been designated by an absolute majority
of the senate. Only in Colombia (since 1991) are all three branches of government involved
in appointing and dismissing the attorney general. The senate appoints from a short list of
candidates presented by the president, the supreme court, and the council of state.

Table 5.5. (continued)
Reappointment

Institution that
appoints head
of agency

Institution that
removes head of
agency

Ecuador

6

No

National congress
National congress
(from a list of
candidates presented
by the Consejo Nacional
de la Judicatura)

El Salvador

3

Yes

Legislative assembly

Legislative assembly

Guatemala

5

Yes

President

President

Honduras

5

Yes (one time)

National congress

National congress

Mexico

Not limited

Yes

President (ratified by
the senate or, specifically, the permanent
commission of the
congress)

President (discretional)
or by court trial or
impeachment

Nicaragua

5

Yes

National assembly
(from list of
candidates presented
by the president and
deputies)

President

Panama

10

Yes

Cabinet and the
president (with the
approval of the
legislative assembly)

Supreme court

Paraguay

5

Yes

Executive (with the
approval of the
senate from a list
of candidates
proposed by the
Consejo de la
Magistratura)

Senate (after articles of
impeachment issued by
the chamber of deputies)

Peru

3

Yes (for two
more years)

Junta de Fiscales
Supremos

Congress

Uruguay

Not limited

Executive (with the
consent of the senate
or its permanent
commission)

Executive (with consent
of senate or its permanent commission)

Venezuela

7

National assembly
(from a list of
candidates presented
by the citizen branch;
if agreement is not
reached in 30 days,
the list is submitted
to a popular vote)

National assembly (after
opinion from the
supreme court)

Yes

Source: Authors’ compilation.
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Country

Period of
service
(years)

Performance of the Attorney General’s Office
Undue emphasis on issues such as the optimal institutional design or procedural model for
attorney general’s offices has led analysts to overlook other problems not directly related to
these issues. Problems associated with implementing reforms or the relationship between
the attorney general’s office and other state entities, for example, have been ignored.
As indicated earlier, the office’s autonomy does not depend solely on institutional design. What is important is whether the organization has sufficient operational autonomy to
function properly—more so than whether it operates from an institutional position formally
independent from the branches of government. The issue of operational autonomy is also
the chief problem faced by many judicial systems in the region.
The risk involved in linking the attorney general’s office with the executive branch is the
potential for the office to become politicized. One of the most serious problems currently
facing the attorney general’s office in several Latin American countries is “the intervention
of the executive branch in determining its policies” (Duce, 1999). This not only leads to the
possible politicization of criminal prosecution, but also to impunity in cases of political or
administrative corruption, or even in cases of human rights violations.
The chief risk involved in judicial intervention in the public prosecutor’s office is the
potential for what might be called “judicialization.” In many countries, judges have had
to assume the responsibility for leading investigations. The judiciary has had to perform
the functions of the attorney general by directing criminal prosecutions. In such cases, the
role of the courts as an independent and fair adjudicator of the legal process is likely to be
compromised.
These problems of politicization and judicialization have led to the conclusion that
the formal institutional design of the attorney general’s office as an independent agency is
insufficient to make it function in a truly autonomous fashion. Thus, the issue of its independence from the traditional branches of power should be reexamined in a way that takes
into account the more practical aspects of autonomy.
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The term of office of the attorney general varies widely. The term is indefinite in
Mexico and the Dominican Republic; ten years in Bolivia, Chile, and Panama; seven years
in Venezuela; six years in Ecuador; five years in Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, and
Paraguay; four years in Colombia and Costa Rica; three years in El Salvador and Peru; and
two years in Brazil.
Reelection is explicitly permitted in most countries, although in a restricted manner in
several. In Brazil, the incumbent attorney general may be reelected only once. In Bolivia and
Chile, the attorney general may be reelected only after the lapse of the 10-year term of his
or her successor. In Honduras, the incumbent can be reelected for only one additional term,
while in Peru the term can be extended two years through reelection. Where the term of office
is indefinite (Mexico and the Dominican Republic), continuation depends on reappointment
by the president. In other countries, such as Colombia, El Salvador, Guatemala, Nicaragua,
Panama, Paraguay, and Venezuela, the attorney general can be reelected indefinitely.
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On the other hand, there has been little discussion of the negative consequences that
might result from an attorney general’s office being afforded too much autonomy. The experience of the office in Brazil shows that undue autonomy can be detrimental to effective
internal control. The autonomy conferred by the 1988 constitution on the new Brazilian attorney general’s office, together with its low level of institutionalization, “gives its members
a great deal of freedom, leaving the identity of the institution open and reliant upon the
individual characteristics of its members” (Sadek and Cavalcanti, 2000). Institutional credibility is a factor in legitimizing public decisions, especially in cases when officials have
not been elected by popular vote. The attorney general’s office in Brazil has been described
by the media in terms ranging from a “true defender of human rights” to an “irresponsible
exhibitionist.” Settling the issue of who controls the controller is a requirement for the establishment of a true rule of law.
A second problem facing attorney general’s offices throughout the region is the lack of
coordination between this agency and other organizations connected to the criminal justice
system, particularly the executive and judicial branches and police forces. Because of this
lack of coordination, a certain level of institutional isolation constrains the efficiency of the
attorney general’s office. Problems related to criminal investigation are largely due to the
lack of coordination between judges, prosecuting attorneys, and the police.
A third problem has been that, in most cases, the organizational capacity of attorney general’s offices has not been sufficient to cope with an overload of work. Managing
this workload is critical to both efficiency and legitimacy. The legal instruments available
to attorney general’s offices have been insufficient for developing an effective policy to
streamline the daily work process. Such inefficiency carries with it the potential negative
consequence of a loss of legitimacy, giving rise to a private system of justice fraught with
abuses and inequities. Such a loss of legitimacy may also undermine vertical accountability
mechanisms necessary to strengthen the potential ability of the attorney general’s office
to enforce horizontal accountability. This is especially true in cases where the citizenry has
placed great faith in the capability of these new institutions to alleviate many of the problems they perceive in the operation of democracy in their countries.
A fourth, potential, problem is in the implementation of reforms, the success of which
depends not only on well-conceived institutional designs but also on the way in which proposed changes are implemented. In some countries, inadequate implementation has been
one of the chief problems of the reform process. Reforms need to be carried out in such a
way that the interests of the other traditional actors in the judicial system are taken into
account.
A final factor to consider is the need for these agencies and their staff to be professionalized. There is an obvious shortage of professionals in charge of managing the offices of
attorney generals across the region. Poor or inefficient career or civil service systems have
weakened or failed to develop the pool of human resources that serves as the hiring base
for management.

An ombudsman is generally an independent investigator authorized to receive complaints
from citizens, make the state answerable for its abuses of authority or failures to protect
citizen rights, and provide compensation to victims for damages caused by ineffective or
unfair governmental actions or human rights violations.
The concept of the ombudsman’s office has its roots in 19th-century Scandinavia, where
the institution of a parliamentary commissioner was created to monitor public administration and provide citizens with an instrument to defend their rights. By the second half of
the 20th century, the concept of the ombudsman had spread to other European countries
and, through the influence of Great Britain, to the British commonwealth. France and
Spain exported the concept to some African and Latin American countries. Finally, with the
fall of the Berlin Wall, this concept has recently reached countries in Central and Eastern
Europe.
Over the past two decades, ombudsman’s offices have been established throughout Latin America in the context of the transition from authoritarianism to democracy.
Guatemala was first to adopt the institution in 1985, followed—after 1990—by Mexico, El
Salvador, Colombia, Costa Rica, Paraguay, Honduras, Peru, Argentina, Bolivia, Nicaragua,
Panama, and Ecuador. Several states in Brazil and Venezuela have one, and the establishment of an ombudsman’s office is currently on the political agenda in Chile and Uruguay.
In December 2003 the Chilean government introduced a bill to create an ombudsman’s
office (Defensoría de los Ciudadanos). This agency is still not functioning, but the Comisión de
Defensoría Ciudadana de Chile is performing some of its main functions.
While the first ombudsman models in Scandinavia and Europe were limited to cases
of poor administration or governmental negligence, the influence of the 1978 Spanish
constitution has extended the jurisdiction of such offices in modern Latin America to the
oversight of accountability for human rights violations. More recently, ombudsman cases
have also included environmental protection, freedom of the press, and the supervision of
elections.
As in Spain, ombudsman’s offices in much of Latin America have formed part of efforts
to overcome legacies of human rights violations associated with past authoritarian regimes.
Within the context of democratic transition, ombudsman’s offices were granted a high level
of legitimacy.
Moreover, the institutional design and mechanisms of these offices have developed
according to the specific needs and demands of citizens of each country. In Colombia, the
ombudsman’s office has become involved in peace efforts; in El Salvador and Guatemala, in
monitoring human rights in the context of the peace accords; in Bolivia, in narcotics eradication programs; in Costa Rica, in some sensitive privatization processes involving stateowned businesses; and in Peru, in the monitoring of electoral processes. With high levels of
inequality and inequity, it is natural that the orientation of ombudsman’s office services is
geared toward the promotion, defense, and protection of economic and social rights.
The basic characteristics of this institution are the nonbinding nature of its decisions or
recommendations, its powers of investigation into the actions of public officials, its full autonomy from the government and the courts, and its obligation to report to the congress.
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The Ombudsman’s Office

Ombudsman’s Functions
As already pointed out in the cases of supreme audit institutions and attorney general’s
offices, formal autonomy may be constructive and necessary, but it does not depend solely
on institutional design. According to most constitutional and legal provisions in the region,
the ombudsman’s office is typically part of the legislative branch, but functionally and

138

Democracies in Development

Copyright © by the Inter-American Development Bank. All rights reserved.
For more information visit our website: www.iadb.org/pub

Ombudsman’s offices are generally associated with the legislative branch, although
most are operationally, administratively, and, in some cases, financially autonomous (Table
5.6). Thus, in most countries ombudsman’s offices report to congress, though they may be
otherwise autonomous or linked with other institutions. In Honduras and Nicaragua, the
ombudsman’s office is an autonomous, independent entity with its own legal status, but it
submits a report annually to the national assembly. In Colombia, the office is under the attorney general’s office, while in Venezuela, it answers to the citizen branch (Poder Ciudadano),
although it still reports to the legislature.
Even though their decisions or recommendations are nonbinding, rulings of these
agencies can include effective instruments of accountability. In Argentina, the ombudsman’s
office can perform an active role in the legal process. In Bolivia, it can file for the reversal of
judgments on grounds of their unconstitutionality, file direct appeals to reverse verdicts, or
apply for a writ of habeas corpus without having to make a ruling. In Colombia, it can lodge
protective legal actions, while in Guatemala it can denounce administrative behavior injurious to the interests of individuals, and condemn presidential acts. These actions, if they
also receive the support of other players or control agencies, can contribute to the process
of enforcing accountability.
Ombudsman’s offices also carry out other functions that help create a bridge between
society and the government. They may have the authority to undertake and initiate lawsuits,
receive and act on complaints from citizens, assist victims of certain offenses, or instruct
citizens on how to defend their rights.
In almost all of the Latin American countries, the legislative branch has the authority
to appoint the ombudsman (Table 5.7). Such appointments generally require a qualified
majority, usually two-thirds of the votes cast by members of the institution. Panama is distinct in that the president appoints the ombudsman, albeit based on a list of candidates
proposed by the legislature.
In some countries, selection of the ombudsman involves mechanisms for including
participants from civil society. Such is the case in Ecuador, where the congress elects the
ombudsman after conferring with legally recognized human rights organizations, and in
Nicaragua, where legislative deputies propose a list of candidates after consulting with
major civil society organizations.
Most ombudsmen in Latin America are permitted reelection, except in the case of
Venezuela. In some countries, the legislature is authorized to remove the ombudsman from
office, while in others, such as Bolivia, Colombia, the Dominican Republic, and Panama, the
supreme court wields this authority.

Table 5.6. Ombudsman’s Offices
Under
the
legislature?

Argentina
Defensoría del Pueblo

1993

X

Operational
and financial
independence

Bolivia
Defensor del Pueblo

1994

X

Institutional
independence

Colombia
Defensor del Pueblo

1991

Costa Rica
Defensoría de los
Habitantes de la
República

1992

Dominican Republic
Defensor del Pueblo

2001

Ecuador
Defensoría del Pueblo

Country

Type of formal
independence

Link to other
institutions

X
(public ministry)
X

Operational and
discretionary
independence

1998

X

Operational
and financial
independence

El Salvador
Procuraduría para la
Defensa de los
Derechos Humanos

1993

X

Institutional
independence

Guatemala
Comisión de Derechos
Humanos

1985

X

Operational
independence

Honduras
Comisionado Nacional
de los Derechos
Humanos

1992

X

Operational
and financial
independence

Mexico
Comisión Nacional de
Derechos Humanos

1990

X

Operational
and financial
independence

Nicaragua
Procuraduría para la
Defensa de los
Derechos Humanos

1995

X

Institutional
independence

Panama
Defensoría del Pueblo

1997

Paraguay
Defensoría del Pueblo

1992

X

Functional
independence

Peru
Defensoría del Pueblo

1993

X

Operational
independence

Venezuela
Defensoría del Pueblo

1999

Institutional
independence

Institutional
independence

X
Poder Ciudadano
(citizen branch)

Source: Authors’ compilation.
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Year
established

Table 5.7. Ombudsman Appointments and Terms of Office
Reappointment

Appointing
institution

Institution that removes office holder

Argentina

Five

Yes (one time)

Congress

Congress

Bolivia

Five

Yes (one time)

Congress

Supreme court

Colombia

Four

Yes

Lower house (from
short list proposed
by the president)

Supreme court (following indictment by
prosecutor general)

Costa Rica

Four

Yes (one time)

Legislative assembly

Legislative assembly

Dominican
Republic

Six

Yes (one time)

Senate

Supreme court

Ecuador

Five

Yes (one time)

Congress (upon
recommendation by
recognized human
rights organizations)

Congress

El Salvador

Three

Yes

Legislative assembly

Legislative assembly

Guatemala

Five

No

Congress (based on
short list presented by
the human rights
commission)

Congress

Honduras

Six

Yes

Congress

Not defined

Mexico

Five

Yes (one time)

Senate

Senate (by impeachment) or lower house
(by declaration sustaining a criminal matter)

Nicaragua

Five

Yes

National assembly
(based on list of
candidates, in
consultation with
corresponding civil
society organizations)

National assembly
(after hearing with
head of public ministry)

Panama

Five

Yes (one time)

Paraguay

Five

Yes

Peru

Five

Yes (one time)

Venezuela

Seven

No

President of the
Supreme court
republic (candidates
chosen by the human
rights commission of
the legislative assembly)
Chamber of deputies

Senate (after indictment of chamber of
deputies)

Congress

Congress

National assembly
National assembly
(from a short list
(after opinion from
submitted by the
the supreme court)
applicant assessment
committee of the
citizen branch); if
agreement is not
reached in 30 days,
the short list is
submitted to popular vote

Source: Authors’ compilation.
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Terms
of office
(years)
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administratively autonomous. It generally reports to the legislative branch, and thus indirectly to citizens.
In such a design, the autonomy of the ombudsman’s office depends on the division of
political forces in power. In divided governments, political incentives may be such that the
actions of the ombudsman’s office elicit the support and follow-up of the legislature, thus
increasing the ombudsman’s effectiveness. However, this close connection with the legislature may increase the probability of executive-legislative conflict, with a potentially negative
effect on democratic governance.
If the president commands a majority in the legislature, any initiative of the ombudsman aimed at sanctioning executive irregularities may be blocked. This was the case in Peru,
where President Fujimori’s control over the legislature blocked action on the ombudsman’s
initiatives to punish abuses committed by the armed forces and intelligence organizations.
Nevertheless, wide dissemination of information about human rights abuses and corruption charges, and resulting public pressure, likely contributed, at least indirectly, to the fall
of the government.
Establishing an appointment process that requires a qualified majority of legislators,
and providing for input from civil society organizations, may be constructive from the standpoint of democratic governance, but does not always ensure that an ombudsman will take
office in a timely manner or will be independent from partisan politics and competent. For
example, even though Paraguay’s 1992 constitution created the Defensoría del Pueblo, the first
ombudsman was not appointed until November 2001. Similarly, in El Salvador, because of
the polarization between the governing Alianza Republicana Nacionalista (ARENA) party and the
opposition Frente Farabundo Martí para la Liberación Nacional (FMLN), the national assembly
became deadlocked over the selection of an ombudsman on multiple occasions. In addition, the partisan-based appointment process resulted in the naming of persons who lacked
political independence, ample experience, and commitment to carrying out the mission of
the institution to defend human rights (Dodson and Jackson, 2004).
Agencies of horizontal accountability cannot function in an isolated fashion. In order to
be effective, the work of ombudman’s offices needs to be linked with other public institutions related to justice and civil society associations (O’Donnell, 2003). In Peru, for example,
the 1993 constitutional reform established the office of the ombudsman, formally endowing it with the authority to wield control. However, at the same time, the nucleus of power
centered on the presidency, the armed forces, and the intelligence agency was reinforced.
Consequently, though the constitution authorized and legally empowered the ombudsman’s
office to wield control within its jurisdiction, the concentration of power reinforced by a selfcoup (autogolpe) did not allow this agency to, in practice, take actions to protect citizens from
civil rights violations.
This factor is even more important if the agencies responsible for enforcing accountability are not authorized to make binding decisions. If no support is available from other
state agencies, particularly from the courts, accusations made by institutions such as
ombudsman’s offices may have the effect of building the hostility of public opinion without
actually sanctioning the culprits—in some cases—threatening the governance of democratic regimes.

Conclusions
It is evident that political systems in Latin America have made progress toward establishing
semiautonomous institutions to control the exercise of public authority. More than ever, the
strength of democracy depends on their performance. The need to protect and guarantee
fundamental citizen rights and equality under the law underlies the trend toward creating
and strengthening such institutions.
Over the past two decades, constitutional and legal reforms have led to the creation of
ombudsman and attorney general’s offices in many countries. During this period, reforms
have also sought to root these institutions more firmly in the democratic system and to
develop their independence and capabilities. Such efforts toward institutionalization have
also been directed at supreme audit institutions. Most of these were created in the first half
of the 20th century, but have not generally functioned as independent agencies.
It has been suggested that in the creation of Latin American horizontal accountability
agencies, it should be considered how these agencies would react in given situations, such
as if the head of the executive branch were to be accused of serious abuses of authority. In
fact, such an eventuality has already been faced by many presidential regimes in the region.
Public prosecutors, attorney generals, comptrollers, and ombudsmen have exercised legal
authority in many cases over the past decade in the hemisphere, with mixed results. Such
experiences have corroborated the need to endow these entities with sufficient constitutional and legal authority to deal with cases of dereliction of duties of office and abuses
of power. The cases involving the comptroller’s office in Nicaragua, the attorney general’s
offices in Colombia and Venezuela, the public prosecutor’s office in Brazil, and the ombudsman’s office in Peru have served as strong tests of the role and authority of these agencies
in relation to the executive branch. Recent actions, such as those undertaken by the prosecutor general of Costa Rica in response to acts of corruption by former presidents, confirm
the importance of these control mechanisms.
In order for democracy and horizontal accountability agencies to gain legitimacy, the
public must see that investigations eventually lead to effective trials, judgments, and sanctions that are consistent with ethical and legal standards. In each case, the agency must
possess and be capable of exercising the political autonomy required to earn the respect
of the citizenry.
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The level of legitimacy of a control official or agency can be very important to the practice of horizontal accountability. The Peruvian ombudsman’s office, for example, achieved a
high level of legitimacy, largely due to the leadership wielded by its director. Such leadership is another factor that can work in favor of accountability even when other state agencies
are not willing to cooperate with the control efforts of ombudsman’s offices. Strong leadership, however, requires a complementary relationship between horizontal accountability,
enforced through the ombudsman’s office, and vertical accountability stemming from public
opinion. Since the decisions handed down by ombudsman’s offices are nonbinding, they
must persuade and mobilize society to demand respect for citizen rights. Thus, positive
interaction between the ombudsman’s office and civil society organizations is essential.
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One factor essential for the effectiveness of horizontal accountability agencies is that
they not work separately, but rather in the context of a “network of relatively autonomous
powers” (O’Donnell, 2003) supported by an active civil society and a favorable climate of
public opinion. In cases of control agencies working in relative institutional isolation, positive feedback between vertical and horizontal accountability is even more important, since
the backing of public opinion may encourage and mobilize other state institutions to support initiatives to hold public officials accountable.
Overlapping and redundant forms of control have been proposed as a way to enhance
the ethics of public decision making, but this can lead to stalemate and less effective public
policy. Thus, there needs to be clearer specification of the responsibilities and authorities
of the different horizontal accountability agencies in order for them to efficiently carry out
their monitoring and controlling tasks, while also permitting the government to perform
effectively.
Another problem facing accountability agencies in the region is the lack of institutional
coordination between these organizations and others that participate in or form part of the
criminal justice system. The result is a certain institutional isolation that endangers the
efficiency and effectiveness of these agencies. The growth of impunity, for instance, is at
least partly attributable to the lack of coordination between judges, prosecuting attorneys,
ombudsmen, comptrollers, attorney generals, and the police.
Essential to establishing an autonomous accountability agency is guaranteeing that
it will act responsibly. Several different mechanisms may be established to ensure public
participation in policy formulation and supervision in order to further transparency, though
this may not be advisable when carrying out criminal and disciplinary proceedings, where
secrecy is essential to the success of investigations. Citizen participation mobilizes the support of other public and private institutions and constitutes a proper response to the classic
question: “Who controls the controller?” Without significant public participation, the legitimacy and effectiveness of these institutions may well be undermined by public opinion, and
accountability agencies may face challenges to their power on many fronts.
Similarly, an evenhanded analysis must start with an acknowledgment of the wide gap
between Latin American institutions’ formal legal authority and their real world performance, independence, and authority. While it is true that these horizontal accountability
agencies can help surmount the deficit of democracy in the region, their institutional and
cultural context may contribute to their failure. When operating in unfavorable national and
cultural contexts, institutions that are sophisticated from the standpoint of institutional
design will have a limited impact if not accompanied by systematic civic education and
public campaigns against governmental corruption and mismanagement. It must not be forgotten that the importance of accountability institutions lies as much in their contribution
to overall democratic development and civic education as in the particular legal outcomes
they might achieve.
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Party Systems and
Democratic Governability
In the modern era, democracies revolve around a political party system in which at least two
viable parties compete freely for shares of power. Political parties are indispensable to the
working of democracy. They recruit and select candidates for political office; organize the
electoral process; and structure public political support around identifiable sets of policy
programs, socioeconomic interests, and values. Parties also aggregate citizen interests
and preferences in the policy-making process, form governments, and finally, reach legislative policy agreements (Sartori, 1976; Lipset and Rokkan, 1967; La Palombara and Weiner,
1996).
Political party systems have at least three characteristics that affect how well a democratic government functions: (1) their level of institutionalization; (2) their degree of fragmentation; and (3) their degree of polarization. Following Mainwaring and Scully (1995)
party systems can be considered to be institutionalized when: patterns of interparty competition are relatively stable; parties have fairly stable and deep bases of societal support;
parties and elections are viewed as legitimate and as the sole instruments for determining who governs; and party organizations are characterized by reasonably stable rules and
structures.
The degree of party system fragmentation relates to the number of parties that regularly obtain a significant share of legislative votes and seats. The degree of polarization is
a measure of how drastically parties differ in political ideology and their social bases of
political support.
When party systems are institutionalized, parties are important actors in channeling
and aggregating political demands.1 With identifiable political programs and entrenched
societal support, reasonably cohesive parties facilitate the representation of citizens’ preferences and interests and enhance the possibility that citizens can hold elected officials

1

See Mainwaring and Scully (1995) for a more extensive analysis of the importance of party system institutionalization for the governance of democratic systems. This discussion of the link between party systems and democratic governability draws significantly on their framework of analysis.
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CHAPTER

2

As Arriagada (2001) points out, a strengthened civil society in the context of a weakening political party system
can be a source of political instability. Thus, the strengthening of civil society is valuable for improving democratic performance, but only if intermediary representative institutions, such as political parties, can adequately
perform their roles.

150

Democracies in Development

Copyright © by the Inter-American Development Bank. All rights reserved.
For more information visit our website: www.iadb.org/pub

accountable. Given the great costs in determining the policy positions and conduct of individual candidates and incumbents, programmatic parties enable citizens to vote according to broad political philosophies, sets of values, and policy directions. At least to some
degree, citizens’ judgments of candidates can be based on the programs and performance
of the party with which these candidates are affiliated, rather than merely their individual
personalities and patrimonial links with voters. Likewise, in more institutionalized party
systems, politicians are at least somewhat dependent on parties for their positions and
career advancement. Thus, citizens are better able to signal their preferences; politicians,
meanwhile, are more constrained to adhere to the rules of the democratic game, to adopt
decisions that conform with the programmatic objectives of their party, and to refrain from
making populist and demagogic appeals to the masses.
Institutionalized party systems also tend to promote greater political stability and
governmental effectiveness. When parties are institutionalized, societal actors come to
accept that electoral and legislative channels influence policy making most propitiously.
(Mainwaring and Scully, 1995). Citizens and civil society organizations articulate their demands through legitimate and established institutions, lowering the risk that conflicts will
intensify and overwhelm the political system.2 Citizens and social groups trust political parties and political leaders to act in their interest, and are therefore more prepared to grant
some degree of decision-making authority in times of crisis, when difficult and controversial
decisions must be made. Compromise is an accepted inevitability. No societal group or
interest can obtain all of its demands. Yet working through political parties and the legislature, few demands will be totally ignored.
Similarly, in an institutionalized party system, politics become more predictable.
Election results do not dramatically change from one election to the next, with some parties
vanishing and many others being born (Mainwaring and Scully, 1995). The rules of conduct
and interaction are better known and accepted, and political actors know reasonably well
how to best pursue their interests. In contrast, political actors in less institutionalized settings are more worried about the future and more prone to follow narrow, short-term interests, even when this entails potential long-term costs for themselves or for the government
as a whole. Such uncertainties about the future can also cause some political actors to take
actions that undermine the democratic system.
Finally, institutionalized party systems favor governability because they enhance the
likelihood that the executive will obtain support in the legislature (Mainwaring and Shugart,
1997). When parties are weak and undisciplined, it is less likely that the president will be
able to count on stable partisan support in the legislature. In such systems, presidents are
more likely to be elected without the backing of an established party. Therefore, their victories will not necessarily translate into numerical strength for their party in the congress.
Even when the governing party obtains a significant share of seats, the lack of party discipline could make the support of copartisans in the legislature more tenuous. When the

3

Sartori (1976) developed the conventional classification of party systems centered on the number of parties and
their degree of ideological polarization.
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president is popular, legislators may find it in their interest to “join the bandwagon” and
lend their support. But given the weak significance of party labels and low levels of party
cohesion, legislators have little incentive to remain loyal to the president when his or her
popularity fades.
In a presidential system, there are inherent difficulties in sustaining a government
supported by a coalition of diverse parties (see Chapter 4). Given the independent bases
of legitimacy and tenure of the executive and legislative branches, the government’s coalition partners have less incentive to adhere to the coalition than they do in parliamentary
systems. These impediments to coalition building in presidential systems are likely to be
even more magnified when parties are weakly institutionalized. In such contexts, parties
are generally unable to act as a unit under a defined leadership, their members bound to a
given course of action. Often, the support of individual legislators must be acquired through
the promise of budgetary resources, legislative concessions, and outright bribes. Given the
limited degree of cohesion within parties, coalitions are more likely to be transitory.
The more traditional factors used to distinguish party systems—the number of relevant
parties and the degree of ideological polarization—can also affect the governability of
democratic systems.3 The number of parties affects the likelihood that the president’s party
will control a majority of the seats in the legislature, and the possibilities for building majority legislative support behind the executive’s legislative program. The more fragmented
the party system, the more likely it is that coalitions will be required, and the more difficult
it will be to sustain them. A fragmented party system does not ensure executive and legislative gridlock, but gridlock is more likely in this type of system than in one with fewer parties.
Governmental paralysis is a negative outcome by itself, but it also provides a justification
for actions aimed at subverting or circumventing democratic institutions, and thus may
contribute to the destabilization of the democratic system.
Highly polarized party systems, which remain more likely in multiparty contexts, tend
to create greater difficulties for democratic governance than those systems characterized by
low or moderate polarization. In highly polarized party systems, interparty coalitions and
piecemeal agreements that smooth the workings of the legislature are more difficult to forge
and sustain. In governments led by parties near the center of the political spectrum, a high
degree of polarization may impair governmental stability and performance. This probable
dynamic exacerbates the polarization of the system, and then endangers the stability of the
regime (Sartori, 1976; Sani and Sartori, 1983).
However, representation and accountability are facilitated when parties are distinguishable in programmatic or ideological terms. In order for elections to be effective in allowing
citizens to signal their policy preferences and hold parties accountable, party labels need to
mean something in terms of policy positions (Coppedge, 1998; Jones, 2005).
The above reasoning implies that systems with relatively few significant parties and low
or moderate levels of polarization are more conducive to stable and effective governance
in democratic systems. This does not mean that electoral laws that artificially concentrate
the party system or discourage mobilization along ideological lines are necessarily advan-

Assessing the Institutionalization of Party Systems
in Latin America
The party systems that Latin American countries carried over into the past two decades
were formed at different points in their respective histories. In some cases, the major parties entering the period were formed as far back as the 19th century, along the classic liberal
and conservative rift that influenced party evolution in Western Europe. In other cases, the
major parties entering the 1980s arose as recently as the latter half of the 20th century. In
addition to the differing ages of Latin American party systems, there are also considerable
differences in national experiences with democracy. In countries such as Colombia, Costa
Rica, and Venezuela, there had been decades of uninterrupted political competition prior
to the 1980s. In a second group of countries, including Argentina, Chile, and Uruguay, the
party system that took shape after the transition from authoritarianism was largely a continuation of that which had existed in prior periods of electoral competition. In other countries—including Brazil, Mexico, Paraguay, and most of the Central American countries—the
transition entailed construction of new parties to compete against the party or military faction that headed the prior, more restrictive regime.
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tageous for democracy. Aside from decision-making efficiency, the long-term health of a
democracy depends on the legitimacy of its democratic institutions, and how representative
such institutions are of the citizenry.
It is also important to note that a given type of party system does not determine success
or failure in democratic governance. Certainly emerging democracies, with their (almost
by definition) weakly institutionalized party systems, are not all doomed to failure. Party
systems can evolve based on the conscious and unconscious behavior of the political elite
and the influence of the broader social and economic context. In Latin America, fairly well
institutionalized party systems have unraveled in recent decades, while a few once weakly
institutionalized systems have developed steadily. In some countries, the same structural
features that appeared to contribute to democratic breakdowns in the 1960s and 1970s now
appear compatible with reasonably effective and stable democratic governance. Thus, institutionalized party systems with moderate degrees of ideological polarization and a limited
number of relevant parties facilitate democratic governability. But these characteristics
neither guarantee success nor stand as prerequisites.
With the advent of television and other forms of mass communication and the narrowing of traditional ideological rifts, the present-day context of party system development
is very different than that of the northern and western European countries when their democracies took root. Across the globe, citizens’ attachments to parties are becoming more
loose, and the party systems that develop in new or restored democracies will probably not
have the stability and depth of connection to society that they once had in more established
democracies. In addition, the greater incentives toward the personalization of electoral
competition, and the greater focus on vote-seeking rather than policy-oriented behaviors
associated with presidential systems, are likely to affect the nature of party organizations in
Latin America (Samuels, 2002).

Stability of Patterns of Interparty Competition
The stability or regularity of patterns of interparty competition can be measured through
an index of electoral volatility.5 The index measures the net change in the seat (and vote)
shares of all parties from one election to the next. For example, assume that, in a prior election, Party A received 60 percent of the seats and Party B received 40 percent, while in the
current election Party A receives 40 percent and Party B receives 60 percent. In this case, the
volatility between the two elections is 20 percent. Party A loses 20 percent of the seats and
Party B gains 20 percent, with a net change of 20 percent. Volatility can result either from
shifts in the votes (and seats) from a given group of parties to another, or from the appearance or disappearance of parties.
Table 6.1 shows the mean volatility calculated according to lower chamber seats and
vote percentages in presidential elections for the 18 countries covered in this study. The
countries are listed in order of lowest to highest volatility, based on average volatility according to both types of measures.
The table shows that there is a huge range in the mean volatility among the countries of
the region. Volatility has been minimal in Honduras, Nicaragua, Chile, and Uruguay, but extremely significant among the countries in the lower third of the table. Among lower chamber seats, there has been practically no change in the partisan breakdown from one election
to the next in Chile, and little change in Honduras. However, in Peru and Guatemala, more
4

5

This analysis follows the structure laid out by Mainwaring and Scully (1995) but updates their measures and adds
others. The additional measures are derived from data from the Latinobarómetro survey, which were not available
to these authors.
Pedersen’s index of electoral volatility (1983) is used here. This index is derived by adding the net change in the
percentage of the seats (or votes) gained or lost by each party from one election to the next, then dividing by
two.
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The level of party system institutionalization is, for the most part, a product of each
country’s political history. Party system institutionalization facilitates the governance of
democratic systems. However, in countries where democratization entails the construction
of interparty competition that scarcely existed before, a certain degree of deinstitutionalization must occur before a democratic party system can be institutionalized. This deinstitutionalization entails the entrance of new parties, the shifting of voter allegiances, and
potentially, the weakening of existing parties. Such systems may be handicapped relative
to those that can simply resurrect a dormant party system. Yet the construction of party
politics is a necessary and sometimes lengthy process on the way toward the consolidation
of democratic systems.
This section compares Latin American countries’ different dimensions of party system
institutionalization. An overall index of party system institutionalization aggregates these
individual dimensions.4 The dimensions to be examined are those that, as defined earlier,
characterize an institutionalized party system: (1) patterns of interparty competition are
relatively stable; (2) parties have fairly stable and deep roots in society; (3) parties and elections are viewed as legitimate and as the sole instruments for determining who governs; and
(4) party organizations have reasonably stable rules and structures.
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1981–2001
1990–2001
1989–2001
1984–2004
1978–2002
1979–2003
1985–2003
1978–2002
1989–2003
1983–2003
1978–2002
1994–2004
1986–2002
1978–2000
1980–2002
1979–2002
1985–2003
1980–2001

Honduras
Nicaragua
Chile
Uruguay
Costa Rica
Mexico
El Salvador
Dominican Republic
Paraguay
Argentina
Colombia
Panama
Brazil
Venezuela
Bolivia
Ecuador
Guatemala
Peru
96

4
2
3
4
6
9
6
6
3
10
7
3
5
5
5
9
5
5
22.35

7.67
15.05
3.47
14.65
16.96
14.23
18.09
19.09
19.86
18.35
17.51
19.36
28.67
28.98
29.09
32.55
46.95
51.83

Mean
volatility
(A)
1981–2001
1990–2001
1989–1999
1984–2004
1978–2002
1982–2000
1984–2004
1978–2004
1989–2003
1983–2003
1978–2002
1994–2004
1989–2002
1978–2000
1980–2002
1978–2002
1985–2003
1980–2001

Time span

76

4
2
2
4
6
4
4
7
3
4
6
3
3
5
5
6
4
5

No. of
electoral
periods

28.65

6.23
10.50
22.17
14.59
12.95
18.43
19.48
23.08
28.70
31.70
33.64
34.78
36.35
37.04
38.68
46.26
48.95
52.21

Mean
volatility
(B)

Presidential vote
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Note: The structure of this table is based on Table 1.1 in Mainwaring and Scully (1995), but the measures cover the period of this study, updated through 2004.

Total

Time span

Country

No. of
electoral
periods

Lower chamber seats

Table 6.1. Electoral Volatility in Latin America

25.50

6.95
12.77
12.82
14.62
14.95
16.33
18.79
21.09
24.28
25.02
25.58
27.07
32.51
33.01
33.88
39.41
47.95
52.02

Mean
volatility
(A) + (B)
2

Stability and Depth of Party Roots in Society
The second dimension of party system institutionalization is the depth of the links between
parties, citizens, and organized groups. It would be expected that stronger ties between parties and society would contribute to more stable patterns of voting. That is, when a large
share of voters feel close to a political party, it is less likely that there will be dramatic shifts

6

Bartolini and Mair (1990), as cited in Mainwaring and Scully (1995).
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than 45 percent of the seats have shifted on average among parties. Average volatility percentages of 25 to 40 percent were registered in Ecuador, Brazil, Venezuela, and Bolivia.
The volatility of the vote in presidential elections yields roughly the same ordering of
countries as that for legislative seats. Chile provides one example of deviation between the
two measures; here, the increase in voting for the center-right candidate in 1999 contributed to a greater figure for volatility in presidential elections than for lower chamber seats.
Ecuador, Colombia, and Argentina also have greater volatility rankings when one considers
voting in presidential elections.
In comparison with Western European democracies, at least half of the Latin American
countries experienced very high electoral volatility. A study of all of the elections in 13
Western European countries from 1885 to 1985 revealed that the highest single instance
of volatility—that of Germany from 1919 to 1920—was 32.1 percent.6 The highest mean
volatility over the whole period—registered in France—was 15.2 percent. In several Latin
American countries, the average volatility exceeds the greatest recorded value in this 100year period of Western European democracy. And in terms of the period averages, more than
two-thirds of Latin American countries experienced more electoral volatility than the most
volatile European democracy.
Over the period, average electoral volatility measurements conceal considerable change
in the party systems of some countries. Prior to the 1990s, patterns of electoral competition
in Venezuela were among the most stable in the region. But the collapse in the legitimacy
of its major political parties resulted in surging electoral volatility and the emergence of an
extraordinarily large number of new parties and movements. In Colombia, changes in the
electoral system and growing fragmentation in the two main parties have also resulted in
a significant, albeit less dramatic, increase in volatility. In recent elections, a similar trend
has affected Argentina, Bolivia, and Costa Rica. Peru’s party system collapsed in the early
1990s, but then partially recovered after the fall of the Fujimori government in 2000 (Kenney,
2003). In contrast, Brazil’s party system evolved during the period from extreme volatility to
reasonable stability. In part, this pattern of evolution reflects the fact that the democratic
transition was marked by the emergence of new political forces that filled the gaps left by
the two-party system imposed during much of the period of military rule. With little inheritance from the previous democratic period, the transition in Brazil entailed the creation of
a new party system. But the consecutive electoral victories of President Fernando Henrique
Cardoso and the growing strength of President Lula da Silva’s Worker’s Party (Partido dos
Trabalhadores, PT) increased the stability of political competition from 1994 to 2004.

7
8

The PPC was a member of this electoral alliance and Flores Nano was associated with the PPC (Kenney, 2003).
The fact that these two parties maintained this share in the 2006 elections suggests that this represents a durable
change in the party system in Costa Rica.
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in the partisan distribution of the vote from one election to the next. Nevertheless, the two
dimensions do not necessarily go hand in hand, and they measure different aspects of the
concept of party system institutionalization (Mainwaring and Scully, 1995).
The most direct way to measure how deeply parties penetrate society would be through
comparable cross-national election surveys, which would make it possible to examine
the stability of voters’ party preferences, the depth of their attachment to parties, and the
consistency of voting among given socioeconomic groups. But such comprehensive and
comparable election surveys do not exist for the range of countries considered here. In lieu
of such information, two alternative measures are developed, based on citizen responses to
the Latinobarómetro survey and long-term shifts in electoral outcomes.
A party’s endurance over long periods of electoral competition provides one indication
of how stable its links are to voters. If parties keep fading out of existence and new parties
keep emerging, then it is doubtful that parties have obtained the strong allegiance of citizens, or have sunk their roots in society. Table 6.2 compares the share of legislative seats
controlled by the significant parties at the beginning of the study period to the share these
same parties controlled following the most recent election. Parties are considered “significant” if they gained 10 percent or more of the seats in the lower house in the first election
of the study period. The last column shows the percent decline over the period in the share
of the seats controlled by these parties.
The table shows a tremendous variation across the region in the fate of the parties that
were politically dominant at the beginning of the period. In Venezuela and Peru, the major
parties experienced significant losses, while in Guatemala and Ecuador they practically disappeared. By the 2000 election, the stature of the two previously well-established parties
in Venezuela—Comité de Organización Político Electoral (COPEI) and Acción Democrática
(AD)—had severely eroded. In Peru, a similar dynamic took place, even though in the 2001
elections the Partido Aprista Peruano (PAP) recovered part of its historic electoral support
behind its presidential candidate, former president Alan García, and the Partido Popular
Cristiano (PPC) experienced a partial resurgence in the form of electoral support for Lourdes
Flores Nano’s Unidad Nacional (UN) coalition (Kenney, 2003).7
In contrast, the level of electoral support for the major parties in Nicaragua, Uruguay,
Chile, Honduras, and Panama remained quite stable. The major parties also held on to their
status reasonably well in Paraguay, Mexico, the Dominican Republic, and Costa Rica. The
loss of seats among the traditional parties in these countries ranged roughly between 25
and 30 percent, though, with increased electoral competition in Mexico, this figure was likely
to increase over time. In Costa Rica, two new parties, Acción Ciudadana and Movimiento
Libertario, burst upon the political scene and managed to capture about 35 percent of the
legislative seats in 2002 at the expense of the two traditional major parties—Partido de
Liberación Nacional (PLN) and the Partido Unidad Social Cristiana (PUSC).8
To some extent, the varying lengths of the countries’ recent democratic periods may
distort the comparison. However, only in Chile, Nicaragua, Panama, and Paraguay has the
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Source: Authors’ compilation.
1
For a key to the abbreviations used in this column, see Appendix 7.1.
2
The Partido Unidad Social Cristiana (PUSC) was formed in 1983 as a regrouping of the Coalición de la Unidad, the conservative alliance that presented candidates in 1978 and
1982. The Partido Republicano Calderonista (PRC), Renovación Democrática (PRD), Partido Demócrata Cristiano (PDC), and Partido Unión Popular (PUP) were the parties that
merged to form the PUSC. Given the continuity in bases of support and elites, the PUSC is considered as a successor to the Coalición de la Unidad and not as a new party.

DCG, UCN, MLN, PDCN, PR

Uruguay
Chile
Honduras
Panama
Paraguay
Mexico
Dominican Republic
Costa Rica2
Argentina
Bolivia
El Salvador
Colombia
Brazil
Peru
Venezuela
Ecuador

98.9

Percent of seats
at beginning
of study
period

Nationalist Opposition Union (UNO)
(APC, MDN, PALI, PAN, PC, PDCN,
PLC, PLI, PNC, PSD, PSN) FSLN
PC, PN, FA/EP
PDC, PPD, RN, UDI
PLH, PNH
PRD, MOLIRENA, PDC, PPA
ANR, PLRA
PRI, PAN
PRD, PR/PRSC
PLN, Coalición Unidad/PUSC
UCR, PJ
ADN, MIR, MNR, MNRI
ARENA, PDC, PCN
PCC, PLC
PMDB, PFL
AP, PAP
AD, COPEI
CFP, ID, PCE

Nicaragua

Country

Significant parties at
moment of transition
(10% or more of seats)1

Table 6.2. Share of Legislative Seats Controlled by Significant Parties at the Beginning and End of Study Period

9

Divisions in the Partido Liberal Constitucionalista (PLC) and the Frente Sandinista de Liberación Nacional
(FSLN) that emerged as a consequence of efforts to displace the dominant status of the two parties’ leaders
(Arnoldo Alemán and Daniel Ortega, respectively) have altered the political landscape in the run-up to the 2006
election.
10
Given the fact that the Eurobarometer question used the same scale of responses (one to four), the weighted
index of party identification is formed in the same way as in Latinobarómetro. The Eurobarometer includes the
following 15 Western European countries: France, Belgium, Netherlands, Germany, Italy, Luxemburg, Denmark,
Ireland, the United Kingdom, Sweden, Spain, Portugal, Finland, Switzerland, and Austria.
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period since the democratic transition been significantly shorter than in the other countries.
Given that the major parties in Chile actually gained seats, the passage of more time would
probably not make a substantive difference in the measure of party system stability. But the
interpretation of the situations in Nicaragua, Panama, and Paraguay might be expected to
change once they experience a comparable number of elections.9
A second way to gauge the depth of public allegiance to parties is through public opinion surveys. The 1996, 1997, and 2003 rounds of the Latinobarómetro survey asked respondents whether they consider themselves to be close to any particular political party, and if
so, how close. Table 6.3 shows countries’ party identification scores computed as a weighted
average of the proportion of respondents making the four possible responses (“very close” is
weighted as 1.0; “somewhat close,” 0.67; “merely a sympathizer,” 0.33; and “not close,” 0.00).
The percentage change from 1996/1997 to 2003 in the party identification score is shown in
the last column.
The figures in Table 6.3 show fairly low levels of identification with political parties in
the region. In only Paraguay and Uruguay did more than 25 percent of those surveyed identify with political parties in 2003. In Paraguay, the comparatively high degree of identification of citizens with political parties may reflect the intense traditional rivalry between the
Asociación Nacional Republicana (ANR) (or Colorado Party) and the Partido Liberal Radical
Auténtico (PLRA) (or Blancos Party), but it could also have been reinforced by the political
patronage practiced by the Colorados during the authoritarian period. The low level of party
identification in Chile is surprising; voting patterns are very stable, and historically, political
parties have maintained a strong presence in Chilean society. Apart from the general trend
of political detachment that appears to be affecting the region as a whole, it is possible that
the electoral system-imposed competition between two encompassing coalitions of the
center-left and center-right has weakened citizen attachment to individual parties.
According to survey results from the 1996 Eurobarometer,10 the level of identification with political parties in Western Europe is somewhat higher than in Latin America.
In 1996, around 29 percent of European respondents identified with political parties; in
Latin America, the figure for roughly the same time period (an average of 1996 and 1997)
was around 24 percent. In Europe, the level of identification recorded in the Netherlands
(35 percent of the surveyed population) and Austria (37 percent) was notably higher than
in the other countries. In Latin America, the highest levels were found in Paraguay, where
the level of affinity to parties was roughly the same as the European average, followed by
Uruguay and Panama.
Between 1989 and 1996, the average level of identification with parties in Europe fell
slightly from 31 percent to 29 percent, reflecting a percent reduction as a share of the

Table 6.3. Extent that Citizens Feel “Close” to a Political Party
In descending order of countries’ scores for 2003

Country

Average 1996/97

2003

Percent change 1996/97–2003

Paraguay

0.36

0.31

−14.7

Uruguay

0.38

0.26

−30.5

Panama

0.22

0.22

1.4

Honduras

0.34

0.22

−35.6

Nicaragua

0.36

0.21

−43.4

Bolivia

0.20

0.20

0.4

El Salvador

0.28

0.20

−28.2

Ecuador

0.23

0.19

−17.1

Peru

0.14

0.18

23.3

Venezuela

0.18

0.18

−00.8

Mexico

0.23

0.17

−27.6

Brazil

0.14

0.16

13.9

Costa Rica

0.18

0.16

−12.8

Colombia

0.24

0.15

−36.0

Guatemala

0.21

0.15

−32.0

Chile

0.18

0.14

−26.2

Argentina

0.17

0.11

−35.6

Average

0.24

0.19

−21.2

Source: Latinobarómetro (1996, 1997, and 2003).

previous total of 6 percent. In contrast, from 1996/97 to 2003, the level of party identification observed in Latin America dropped more significantly, from around 24 percent to 19
percent. Identification with political parties declined in 13 out of 17 countries, and by more
than 30 percent in six countries (Argentina, Guatemala, Colombia, Nicaragua, Honduras,
and Uruguay).
The third indicator used to gauge the depth of party support among citizens is the
percentage of Latinobarómetro survey respondents that are able to name a party that they
would vote for if elections were held within the next week.11 As is evident in Figure 6.1,
Mexico and Uruguay, followed by Honduras and Paraguay, have the highest percentage of
respondents that are able to identify a specific political party for which they would vote. It

11

The question is: “If elections were held next Sunday, which party would you vote for?” Taking the average over
a nine-year period helps control for the fact that proximity to elections is likely to increase the percentage of
respondents who know the party for which they would vote.
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Party identification score

Figure 6.1 Percentage of Respondents Who Can Name a
Party They Intend to Vote For in a Future Election
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Source: Latinobarómetro (1996–2004).

is not surprising that—except Mexico—all of these countries are also among those with
the most stable electoral support, as shown in Table 6.2. At the other extreme, the low
level of party identification in Colombia, Ecuador, and Guatemala reflect the diminishing
importance of traditional parties in recent years, and the relatively high level of party system fragmentation.

Parties and Elections Accorded Legitimacy and Parties Perceived as Central
to Determining Who Governs
The third dimension of party system institutionalization refers to the extent to which citizens and organized interests accord the electoral process and political parties legitimacy,
and perceive parties and elections as the main route to government. Based on questions in
the Latinobarómetro surveys, three measures are used to compare countries: (1) respondents’
degree of confidence in political parties; (2) respondents’ perceptions of the integrity of
electoral processes; and (3) respondents’ perceptions of the importance of political parties
to the progress of the country.
Table 6.4 shows the percentage of respondents in each year of the survey that expressed
“a lot” or “some” confidence in political parties. The countries are arranged in descending
order of the average value of this percentage across the eight surveys, from 1996–2004.
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70

Country

1996–1997

1998–2000

2001–2002

2003–2004

1996–2004

Uruguay

38.1

34.7

33.0

23.9

32.4

El Salvador

35.0

12.0

17.4

17.6

23.4

Panama

22.1

22.9

21.3

22.5

22.2

Mexico

24.4

33.7

16.6

12.7

21.9

Chile

31.1

22.1

17.3

16.6

21.8

Honduras

31.1

9.0

18.8

16.8

21.6

Costa Rica

20.5

26.3

21.9

15.5

21.1

Venezuela

16.1

19.3

24.6

17.8

19.4

Paraguay

31.9

21.0

11.2

13.3

19.3

Nicaragua

32.1

4.9

17.5

9.4

18.2

Brazil

17.1

16.0

16.2

19.1

17.1

Peru

19.5

17.7

18.1

9.4

16.2

Guatemala

22.8

18.4

8.8

9.8

14.9

Colombia

16.1

16.1

11.2

14.9

14.6

Argentina

22.6

16.3

8.4

10.3

14.4

Bolivia

18.4

15.9

10.1

6.5

12.7

Ecuador

16.9

11.0

7.9

5.4

10.3

Average

24.5

18.7

16.5

14.2

18.9

Source: Latinobarómetro (1996–2004).

Based on this measure, parties appear to be accorded some legitimacy in Uruguay. But in
the rest of the countries, between 75 percent and 90 percent of respondents have little or no
confidence in political parties. Similar to the case of party identification, citizen confidence
in political parties has declined. While about 25 percent of respondents had a lot or some
confidence in political parties in 1996–1997, by 2003 and 2004 this figure had fallen to 14
percent. Trust in parties fell in all countries except Brazil, Venezuela, and Panama; in these
countries, trust levels remained relatively stable.
In addition to public confidence in political parties, this dimension also refers to the
legitimacy of electoral processes. Table 6.5 shows the percentage of respondents that view
elections as being conducted fairly. Again, the countries are arranged in descending order of
the average percentage of respondents (1996–2000) that view elections as clean. The table
shows that there is a very wide variation in the legitimacy accorded electoral processes.
While 70 percent of respondents in Uruguay, Chile, and Costa Rica perceive elections to be
fair, only around 25 percent of respondents feel this way in Colombia, Ecuador, Mexico, and
Paraguay. Regardless of whether such perceptions reflect real deficiencies, they certainly
impair the ability of representative institutions to assume their full roles in the democratic
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Table 6.4. Percentage of Survey Respondents with Confidence in
Political Parties, 1996–2004

Table 6.5. Percentage of Survey Respondents Who Perceive
Elections as Clean

Country

1996

1997

1998

1999/2000

Uruguay

83.39

80.77

77.71

78.63

80.13

Chile

74.22

73.41

71.04

80.47

74.78

Costa Rica

79.41

62.27

74.87

73.83

72.60

Panama

62.99

49.34

50.22

76.68

59.81

Nicaragua

74.32

52.11

—

43.89

56.77

Argentina

52.53

56.48

52.59

63.94

56.38

Honduras

42.80

56.54

—

51.91

50.42

Guatemala

38.42

38.51

48.09

70.34

48.84

El Salvador

42.50

40.54

—

39.91

40.99

Peru

53.76

28.56

23.92

41.23

36.87

Brazil

29.25

16.49

32.45

44.84

30.76

8.22

11.88

27.84

67.01

28.74

Venezuela
Bolivia

28.57

28.89

28.67

25.90

28.01

Paraguay

34.57

14.15

36.30

26.61

27.91

Mexico

14.32

41.35

29.30

23.81

27.20

Ecuador

37.59

18.86

23.70

19.80

24.99

Colombia

15.32

13.10

22.60

28.41

19.85

Average

45.42

40.19

42.81

50.42

44.80

Source: Latinobarómetro (1996–2000).
Note: This question was not asked in the Latinobarómetro surveys from 2001 to 2004.

process, and in some circumstances, may deprive governments and political parties of the
legitimacy necessary to govern effectively.
The third measure related to this dimension assesses the extent to which political parties are viewed as central to the democratic political process. It is based on a question from
the 1997 and 2003 Latinobarómetro, which asked respondents to pick institutions—both from
a list of governmental and nongovernmental ones—that they thought were “indispensable
to the progress of the country.” Table 6.6 shows the percentage of respondents that selected
political parties.
Again, there is an extremely wide range across the region. More than half of respondents in Uruguay, Mexico, and Honduras believed political parties to be indispensable;
relatively few shared this view in Ecuador, Guatemala, Bolivia, and Colombia. The high percentage of respondents mentioning political parties in Mexico in 1997 was likely due to the
historically close relationship between the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) and
the state, and this party’s deep penetration into societal organizations. The sharp decline
in 2003 may reflect the weakening presence of the PRI in government, with the defeat of the
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Average,
1996–2000

Country

Average,
1997–2003

1997

2003

Percentage change
from 1997 to 2003

Uruguay

61.7

64.5

58.9

–8.7

Mexico

59.6

77.4

41.8

–46.0

Honduras

54.5

61.2

47.8

–21.9

Costa Rica

43.7

53.1

34.4

–35.3

Nicaragua

40.1

41.1

39.1

–4.9

Venezuela

39.9

42.2

37.7

–10.7

El Salvador

37.6

42.5

32.6

–23.2

Chile

36.1

40.2

32.0

–20.3

Brazil

35.0

27.2

42.9

58.0

Peru

35.0

30.0

40.1

33.7

Argentina

32.6

34.8

30.4

–12.7

Panama

32.4

37.2

27.6

–25.9

Paraguay

32.0

19.8

44.2

122.7

Colombia

31.9

39.1

24.7

–36.9

Bolivia

30.3

30.4

30.2

–0.8

Guatemala

28.1

30.5

25.7

–15.6

Ecuador

22.6

27.3

17.8

–34.9

Average

38.4

41.1

35.7

–13.0

Source: Latinobarómetro (1997 and 2003).

PRI in the 2000 presidential election, and its decreasing influence in the social and political
life of the country.
According to this measure as well, the public image of parties in the region declined
between the mid-1990s and 2003. The only cases in which the perceived importance of parties increased were Brazil, Peru, and Paraguay.

Strength of Party Organizations
The fourth dimension of party system institutionalization refers to the strength of party
organizations. To what extent are political elites and legislators loyal to their parties? To
what extent is the party label associated with a set of ideals, programmatic objectives, and
a diverse portfolio of leaders, rather than a single personality? To what extent do party organizations have a presence at the local and national levels, during elections, and between
elections? How much money is available for parties to spend on their activities, apart from
what is exclusively devoted to particular electoral campaigns?
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Table 6.6. Percentage of Survey Respondents Who Consider
Political Parties Indispensable to the Progress of the Country,
1997 and 2003

Index of Party System Institutionalization
The measures developed for the first three dimensions of party system institutionalization
are aggregated into a single index in Table 6.9. The values of the component variables and
subindexes that went into the calculation of the aggregate index are summarized in Table
6.8. For the reasons mentioned above, the measure of party organization strength is left
out of the index. The absence of this dimension is obviously a significant limitation of the
index.
In the calculation of the index score for each country, the raw value for each measure
within the three dimensions was first rescaled from 1 to 3. The rescaling was carried out
considering only the party systems of Latin America. Thus, the rescaling is based on a range
of variation that is not as wide as it would be if a larger world sample were considered. The
average of the rescaled values of the measures within each dimension was then calculated
(criterion 1 had only one measure; criterion 2, two measures; criterion 3, three measures).
The index of party system institutionalization was computed as a simple average of the
scores for each dimension, thus giving all dimensions equal weight.
According to the measures considered, the most institutionalized party systems are
those in Uruguay, Honduras, Mexico, Chile, and El Salvador. In contrast, Ecuador, Peru,
Guatemala, Brazil, Colombia, and Bolivia have weakly institutionalized systems. Depending
on where the dividing lines are drawn, one can say that the party systems of Costa Rica,
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On a theoretical level, the responses to these questions are extremely important in
gauging the relative strength of party organizations, which is essential in estimating the relative institutionalization of party systems. In order to accurately gauge the strength of party
organizations, it would be necessary to have comparative information on a variety of indicators, such as the number of party members and activists, the breadth of the geographic
distribution of these members, the parties’ annual operating budgets, and the extent to
which parties are perceived to represent distinct programmatic orientations. However, this
information, particularly concerning the activities of organizations and party structures,
remains unavailable on a comparative basis.
Given the deficiencies in measuring party organization strength, this dimension is not
included in the index of party system institutionalization. But an attempt to measure the
strength of party organizations was made by Jones (2005). Jones compiled an index comprised of two dimensions: (1) party continuity, measured on the basis of responses to a
question in a survey of legislators conducted by the Latin American Elites Project (PELA,
2005), which probes legislators’ perceptions of the extent to which their party exists as
a permanent organization rather than merely being an election-time vehicle for electing
candidates to office; and (2) party age, which is an average of the percentage of currently
existing parties that were present 10 and 25 years ago (Table 6.7).
Based on these criteria, the countries that appear to reflect the greatest party strength
are the Dominican Republic, Nicaragua, Uruguay, and Argentina. At the other extreme,
the countries with the weakest party organizations are Guatemala, Ecuador, Paraguay, and
Brazil.

Country

Index of
strength of
party
organization
(average of
A and B)

A
Party
continuity1

B
Party age
(average of
C and D)

C
% of
current
parties
that
existed
10 years
ago

D
% of
current
parties
that
existed
25 years
ago

100

100

Dominican
Republic

98.0

96

100

Nicaragua

98.0

96

100

100

100

Uruguay

96.5

93

100

100

100

Argentina

94.0

88

100

100

100

Mexico

85.3

87

83.5

100

67

Panama

82.8

82

83.5

100

67

El Salvador

78.3

90

66.5

100

33

Chile

76.8

91

62.5

100

25

Peru

75.0

83

67

67

67

Honduras

74.0

48

100

100

100

Colombia

73.0

46

100

100

100

Venezuela

72.5

78

67

67

67

Bolivia

72.3

82

62.5

75

50

Costa Rica

67.0

84

50

67

33

Brazil

66.0

82

50

100

0

Paraguay

64.5

79

50

50

50

Ecuador

61.5

73

50

75

25

Guatemala

57.5

90

25

50

0

Source: Jones (2005) using data from PELA (2005) for the measure of party continuity.
Note: In the cases of Panama and Brazil, the party organization measure is based only on party age, not party
continuity, since these countries were not included in the legislator survey. For these cases, the value in the
party continuity column is the regional average.
1
Percentage of legislators polled who declared that their party was a “permanent organization.”

Panama, Paraguay, and Venezuela are moderately institutionalized, while those of Argentina
and Nicaragua are characterized by relatively weak institutionalization.
Considering the measures of the three criteria, the countries are ranked in a roughly
similar fashion, but some variation is expected, given that the measures relate to different aspects of the broader concept of institutionalization. For example, given the recent
opening and broadening of political competition in Mexico and Paraguay, measures showing low electoral volatility and high party system stability over the period of the study are
compatible with the finding that citizens remain skeptical about the integrity of the electoral
process. Some deviations between the measures, however, are a little more puzzling. For
example, the level of identification with parties is lower than might be expected in Chile,
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Table 6.7. Strength of Party Organizations, 2005
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25.6

15.0

39.4

18.8

48.0

7.0

Colombia

Costa Rica

Ecuador

El Salvador

Guatemala

Honduras

33.0

25.8

Venezuela

Total

38.5

74.1

1.1

72.1

24.4

12.7

0.0

25.4

5.1

99.3

40.9

82.1

30.8

52.5

2.1

60.3

39.0

33.3

100 = lowest)

21.2

17.6

32.1

16.1

33.5

21.9

28.3

19.8

28.1

18.0

23.6

20.8

19.5

16.8

15.7

15.0

20.2

13.8

(1996/97 and 2003)

Criterion 2:
party identification

18.9

19.4

32.4

16.2

19.3

22.2

18.2

21.9

21.6

14.9

23.4

10.3

21.1

14.6

21.8

17.1

12.7

14.4

(1996–2004)

Criterion 3:
confidence
in parties

45.0

28.7

80.1

36.9

27.9

59.8

56.8

27.2

50.4

48.8

41.0

25.0

72.6

19.9

74.8

30.8

28.0

56.4

processes (1996–2000)

Criterion 3:
legitimacy of
electoral
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Source: Authors’ compilation of both original data and data from Latinobarómetro (1996–2004).

52.0

14.6

Uruguay

Paraguay

Peru

27.1

24.3

Panama

12.8

12.8

Chile

16.3

32.5

Brazil

Nicaragua

33.9

Mexico

25.0

Bolivia

volatility

Argentina

Country

Criterion 1:
electoral

Criterion 2:
party system
stability (0 = highest;

38.4

39.9

61.7

35.0

32.0

32.4

40.1

59.6

54.5

28.1

37.6

22.6

43.7

31.9

36.1

35.0

30.3

32.6

(1997 and 2003)

Criterion 3:
parties
indispensable to
country’s progress

Table 6.8. Summary of Measures Used in the Computation of the Party System Institutionalization Index
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2.6

2.2

1.8

2.2

1.9

1.2

1.0

1.6

2.1

Argentina

Bolivia

Colombia

Brazil

Guatemala

Peru

Ecuador

Total

2.1

1.3

1.1

1.0

1.8

1.9

2.2

2.3

3.0

1.0

2.4

2.7

2.4

2.2

3.0

2.3

2.9

3.0

stability

Criterion 2:
party system

2.0

1.5

2.0

2.0

1.0

1.1

1.6

1.0

2.7

2.6

3.0

2.3

1.4

2.4

1.0

2.2

2.7

3.0

(1996/97 and 2003)

Criterion 2:
party
identification

2.0

1.0

2.0

1.9

1.6

1.4

1.2

1.4

2.1

3.0

2.2

2.3

2.0

2.4

2.0

2.3

2.3

3.0

(1996–2004)

Criterion 3:
confidence
in parties

2.0

1.0

1.9

2.2

1.4

1.0

1.3

2.2

2.4

2.3

1.7

2.5

2.7

2.0

2.8

1.7

2.2

3.0

processes (1996–2000)

Criterion 3:
legitimacy of
electoral

2.1

1.0

2.1

1.9

1.6

1.5

1.4

1.5

2.3

3.0

2.0

2.0

2.1

2.2

1.7

2.9

2.8

3.0

(1997 and 2003)
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Source: Authors’ compilation based on Table 6.8.

2.2

2.6

Costa Rica

Nicaragua

2.3

El Salvador

Venezuela

2.7

Chile

2.0

2.4

Mexico

2.1

2.8

Honduras

Paraguay

2.2

Uruguay

Panama

volatility

Country

Criterion 1:
electoral

Criterion 3:
parties
indispensable
to country’s
progress

Table 6.9. Party System Institutionalization in Latin America

2.03

1.33

1.50

1.56

1.60

1.66

1.66

1.85

2.06

2.24

2.25

2.25

2.26

2.27

2.30

2.32

2.67

2.72

index

Institutionalization

Assessing Party System Fragmentation and Polarization
Apart from their level of institutionalization, party systems’ fragmentation and polarization are also factors that affect the governance and stability of democratic systems.12 The
number of parties affects the likelihood that the party of the president will obtain a majority of seats in the legislature, and provide sustained legislative support for the executive’s
policy proposals. A large number of parties also tends to be associated with a higher level
of polarization.
Clearly, the effects of a multiparty system, which is most often polarized, in part depend
on the level of the institutionalization of the parties involved. For example, when parties are
weak, one would expect executive and legislative relations to be more problematic, and the
possibilities for forming durable governmental coalitions more limited. On the other hand,
it could be argued that more inflexible, highly cohesive parties with loyal societal followings
might actually aggravate governance problems if there is already a high level of ideological
polarization.

Party System Fragmentation
The fragmentation of party systems is measured using the index of the effective number
of parties introduced in Chapter 3.13 Table 6.10 shows the average of that index for the full
study period, as well as the value for the most recent election for each country. Focusing on
the figures for the most recent election, it is clear that Latin American party systems range
from a few that are close to being two-party systems, to four countries in which between five
and seven parties typically obtain significant shares of the legislative seats.
Considering the outcomes of the most recent election, Honduras and Nicaragua have
the most concentrated party systems. The party system in Honduras is the only one that
remains close to a purely two-party system, with the Partido Liberal de Honduras (PLH) and
the Partido Nacional de Honduras (PNH) gaining most of the legislative seats, although
they lost some seats to smaller parties in the 1997, 2001, and 2005 elections. Until 1996,
a considerable number of parties sought seats in the Nicaraguan congress, although most
of them were part of the center-right coalition, called the Unión Nacional Opositora during
the 1990 elections, and of Alianza Liberal in the 1996 and 2001 elections. A political reform
in 2000 introduced a party extinction clause that set stringent new requirements for the
establishment of new parties, and designated the Supreme Electoral Council—controlled
12
13

These two factors are the basis for the conventional classification of party systems developed by Sartori (1976).
See note 15 in Chapter 3 for an explanation.
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considering that electoral support for parties has been relatively stable. In addition, the
percentage of Chilean respondents that view parties as critical to their country’s progress
is not as high as might be expected. As mentioned above, the two-way competition among
party coalitions may be a factor in weakening the salience of parties in Chilean politics, or
perhaps parties are weakening for other reasons.

Table 6.10. Effective Number of Parties
Based on lower chamber seats

Number of
elections

Period
average

Most recent
election

Country

Time span

Nicaragua1

1990–2001

3

2.28

1.99

Honduras

1981–2001

6

2.15

2.41

Uruguay

1984–2004

5

3.02

2.49

Dominican
Republic

1978–2002

7

2.47

2.72

Panama

1994–2004

4

3.56

2.92

Mexico

1979–2003

9

2.37

3.02

Paraguay

1989–2003

4

2.45

3.18

Venezuela

1978–2000

6

3.69

3.44

El Salvador

1985–2003

7

3.17

3.54

Costa Rica

1978–2002

7

2.51

3.68

2

1983–2003

11

2.82

3.82

Peru

1980–2001

6

3.66

4.50

Guatemala

1985–2003

6

3.42

4.56

Bolivia

1980–2002

6

4.51

5.06

Argentina

3

1989–2001

4

5.27

5.94

Colombia

1978–2002

8

3.05

6.80

Ecuador

1979–2002

10

5.90

7.69

Brazil

1986–2002

5

7.06

8.49

3.52

4.24

Chile

Average

Source: Authors’ compilation using the method of Laakso and Taagepera (1979).
1
The Union National Opositora (UNO) and the Alianza Liberal in 1996 are each treated as a single party.
2
The Alianza is treated as one party in 1997 and 1999.
3
In Chile, the center-left and center-right party coalitions have been unusually durable, in large part because
of incentives stemming from a binominal electoral system. Thus, a measure of the effective number of
parties that would better reflect the system’s actual functioning might be one computed on the basis of
party coalitions. If this is done, the average index value for the period would be 2.02 and the value for the
most recent election, 2.03.

almost entirely by the Partido Liberal Constitucionalista (PLC) and the Frente Sandinista
de Liberación (FSLN)—as arbiter of the new elections law. The result was that 89 of the
90 seats up for election were obtained by the two major parties in the 2001 elections.
Nonetheless, the divisions that emerged within the PLC during the government of President
Enrique Bolaños (2001–2006) began to give the party system a somewhat more fragmented
character in practice.
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Effective number of parties

14

In Colombia, the electoral formula (Hare and greatest remainder) and public financing for campaigns encourage individuals to create separate electoral lists (movements) in order to increase their chance of obtaining seats through
remainders. Given the proliferation of electoral lists, most of the seats are awarded through remainders rather than
by simple quota. By limiting parties to presenting a single list in each district and by changing to the D’Hondt formula for allocating seats, the 2003 electoral reform aimed to contain this fragmentation in the party system.
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The Dominican Republic, Uruguay, and Panama also have relatively concentrated
party systems, with about 2.5 effective parties each. The Dominican Republic went from a
two-party system to the equivalent of a three-party system (2.7 effective parties), with the
Partido Revolucionario Social Cristiano (PRSC), the Partido Revolucionario Democrático
(PRD) and the Partido de Liberación Democrático (PLD) competing for legislative seats.
Outside of these five countries, party systems in the region typically have three or more
parties. The last several elections in Paraguay, Costa Rica, and Mexico marked transitions
from one or two dominant parties to situations in which three or more political parties came
to occupy significant blocs of seats. In Paraguay, the two-party hold of the Colorados and
Blancos was loosened by the upsurge of Encuentro Nacional (EN) in 1993 and 1998. The
2003 elections confirmed the trend toward lower party concentration in congress, as the appearance of new political groupings cut into the seats formerly held by the two traditionally
dominant parties.
In the 1998 elections in Costa Rica, the PLN and PUSC won significant blocs of seats,
and a number of small groupings each obtained a few seats. In the 2002 elections, with the
success of Partido Acción Ciudadana (PAC) and Movimiento Libertario (ML), the structure
of the party system was transformed from one with two major parties and several small parties represented, to one with four significant parties with the same set of small parties.
The 1997 congressional elections in Mexico spelled the end of the longstanding domination of the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI), which lost its legislative majority
for the first time since 1929. Thereafter, the PRI was forced to seek support from representatives of the Partido de Acción Nacional (PAN) or the Partido Revolucionario Democrático
(PRD), which each won about one quarter of legislative seats. The trend toward a multiparty
system continued in the 2000 elections, when the PRI not only lost the presidency but also
obtained fewer legislative seats than the PAN-led alliance. Although the PRI regained a
plurality of the seats in the 2003 legislative elections, the three-party system appeared to
be well entrenched.
The most fragmented party systems in recent years have been those of Brazil, Ecuador,
Chile, Colombia, and Bolivia, with more than five significant parties each. However, given
the binominal nature of Chile’s electoral system, and the manner in which it pressures
parties into forming two broad coalitions, the Chilean political system may be thought to
operate as if it were a two-party system. If one considers coalitions rather than parties, the
Chilean effective-number-of-parties index is only slightly greater than two.
In Colombia, two parties—the Partido Liberal and the Partido Conservador—traditionally dominated the system, though they were highly factionalized. In the past decade, their
strength has declined, leading to a proliferation of parties and small electoral movements.
In the 2002 elections, some 37 parties (for the most part, electoral lists aimed at electing a
single individual to office) managed to win at least one seat.14 Thus, the effective number of
electoral parties grew from just above three to seven (counting each list as a party).

Party System Polarization
Though clearly important to the functioning of democratic systems, the polarization of party
systems in the region is more difficult to measure than fragmentation.
High polarization levels indicate that parties at each end of the spectrum represent
very different approaches to policy. Polarization can be problematic for democratic governance, especially when differences between parties are so significant that compromise
solutions are not possible. But differences between parties in programmatic terms also can
be beneficial for the quality of representation and the efficiency of electoral accountability
mechanisms.
Polarization at the level of the electorate is assessed using data from Latinobarómetro,
and an approach combining the elite and electorate level developed by Jones (2005), using
data from Latinobarómetro and the legislative surveys of the Latin American Elites Project
(PELA).
Without considering any systematic data, it seems clear that in most countries the degree of polarization along the traditional left and right ideological divide declined considerably among both the general public and the elite between the 1960s and the 1990s. The fall
of communism in Eastern Europe and the decline of the extreme left have closed this gap
across much of the world. However, there remain bases for impassioned political differences
along this traditional rift, as well as in respect to general political values, religion, ethnicity,
and cultural issues. Recently, ideological differences appear to be deepening in some countries, with leftist or populist candidates gaining influence or winning the presidency. Over
the past decade, the potential for political conflict has surfaced in the continued guerrilla
warfare in Colombia, and in outbreaks of mass demonstrations and violent social protests
in several other countries. If not readily apparent, the potential for upheaval simmers below
the surface when economic opportunities are limited, the middle class is relatively small,
and severe social and economic inequality remains widespread.
The decrease in ideological polarization clearly contributed to the durability of the
current wave of democracy. Countries where prior experiences with democracy had been
disrupted by sharp political divisions—and at times, open subversion from the left and the
right—benefited in the 1980s and 1990s from societal and elite attitudes that were more
favorable to the functioning of democracy.
The first approach to assessing polarization is one that focuses simply on ideological
polarization among citizens. In each year of the Latinobarómetro survey, respondents were
asked to place themselves on an ideological scale from 0 to 10, with 0 marking the furthest
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In sum, the typical system in Latin America is now a multiparty system with between
three and four effective parties. The average number of parties across Latin American countries has grown significantly since the beginning of the study period. Most of the two-party
systems found at the beginning of the study period have given way to two-and-a-half or
three-party systems. This change reflects a greater democratic competition in countries
such as Brazil, Mexico, and Paraguay. The party system became more concentrated in just a
few countries (Uruguay and Panama, in particular), while increased fragmentation could be
observed in Argentina, Bolivia, Colombia, Costa Rica, Ecuador, and Peru.

15

A normal distribution means that the distribution pattern of the responses is roughly symmetric on both sides
of the mean and is shaped like a bell curve—meaning that the bulk of the responses is clustered fairly close to
the mean, and gradually recedes as one moves further from the mean.
16
Recent studies by Rosas (2005) and Luna and Zechmeister (2005) represent more rigorous and comprehensive
approaches to using mass and elite survey data to analyze the programmatic character of parties. Rosas finds, for
instance, that legislatures in Chile, Mexico, and Uruguay are organized in fairly ideological terms, while those in
Brazil, the Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Peru, and Venezuela are not. Argentina, Colombia, and Costa Rica are
found to be intermediate cases.
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left and 10 the furthest right. The degree of polarization in public attitudes is assessed by
calculating the standard deviation (or the spread) in the distribution of the responses to
this question. Assuming a normal distribution,15 if the mean response in a given country
is 5, a standard deviation of 2 implies that about 68 percent of the responses are between
3 and 7. On the other hand, if the standard deviation is 3, a wider range, from 2 to 8, is
required in order to include the same percentage of responses. Thus, in the second case,
respondents’ ideological placements reflect a much greater degree of polarization.
Table 6.11 shows the average, for four survey years, of the standard deviations of selfplacement on the ideological scale. According to this measure, polarization of general public opinion is greatest in Nicaragua, Venezuela, Honduras, and El Salvador. In addition to
having the greatest ideological distance between citizens, these countries are among those
in which these differences have increased the most in recent years. One finds the least polarization among citizens in Argentina, Peru, Bolivia, and Chile.
Jones (2005) developed a more sophisticated index that attempts to more specifically
gauge the extent to which ideological divisions in the electorate are reflected in divisions
in the party system. This index measures the extent of the relationship between citizens’
left and right placements and their party preferences, and legislators’ assessments of
their own party’s left and right placement, as well as that of other parties. The measure
of mass opinion is based on two questions from the Latinobarómetro for the years 2002 to
2004: (1) “If elections were held next Sunday, which party would you vote for?” and (2) the
ideological scale question considered above. Legislator opinion is calculated on the basis
of two questions from a survey of legislators conducted by PELA (2004). Respondents were
asked: (1) “On an ideological scale from 1 to 10, from left to right, how would you rate all
the parties?” and (2) “On a ideological scale from 1 to 10, from left to right, where would
you place your own party?”
Data from these questions were used to calculate one measure of ideological polarization for parties in the electorate and two measures of ideological polarization for parties in
congress, which were then averaged to yield a general gauge of ideological polarization in
the 18 Latin American countries studied, as shown in Table 6.11.
According to this measure, El Salvador stands out as having the most ideologically
structured party system in the region, followed by Nicaragua, Uruguay, Chile, and Brazil.
At the other end of the spectrum, Paraguay, Colombia, Costa Rica, Honduras, and Panama
have relatively low ideological polarization among the electorate and in congress.16
Given the difficulty of capturing the concept of polarization, and given that the various
measures classify the countries differently, only a very tentative classification of countries

Country
El Salvador

Spread of left-right placements
(average, 1996–2004)

Overall polarization

2.99

10.00

Nicaragua

3.30

5.66

Uruguay

2.63

4.92

Chile

2.53

4.61

Brazil

2.98

2.84

Peru

2.34

2.06

Mexico

2.61

1.74

Ecuador

2.90

1.56

Guatemala

2.94

1.52

Venezuela

3.19

1.32

Bolivia

2.43

1.08

Argentina

2.19

1.00

Panama

2.84

0.86

Honduras

3.02

0.75

Costa Rica

2.68

0.70

Colombia

2.79

0.60

Paraguay

2.55

0.52

Average

2.76

2.46

Source: Authors’ compilation, based on Latinobarómetro data (1996–2004) and Jones (2005).
Note: The measure of overall polarization is based on Jones (2005).

is possible.17 This tentative classification, based on the two different approaches considered
above, ranks the 18 countries studied as follows:
•
•
•

Between high and moderate: El Salvador, Nicaragua, Uruguay, and Brazil
Moderate: Guatemala, Panama, Ecuador, Mexico, Bolivia, Peru, Chile, and Venezuela
Low: the Dominican Republic, Costa Rica, Argentina, Colombia, Paraguay, and
Honduras

Conclusions
In keeping with the considerable differences in political histories across Latin America, and
in particular, the extent of previous national experiences with democracy, the nature of party

17

For instance, according to the public opinion survey, Chile is characterized by a low level of polarization, but
this changes to a fairly high level of polarization when one considers the opinions of legislators about their own
party’s ideological placement relative to that of other parties.
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Table 6.11. Polarization in the Electorate and among Party Elites, 1996–2004
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systems and how they have evolved varies greatly across the region. This chapter has found
that party systems in a small group of countries are reasonably well institutionalized, while
in other systems few parties are able to maintain citizen support, party organizations remain
weak, and representatives show little loyalty to the party through which they were elected.
In a few countries, including Peru, Ecuador, Venezuela, and Colombia, party systems
have clearly weakened. Colombia and Venezuela had relatively institutionalized party systems at the beginning of the study period, but by the end, their party systems were much
more fragmented, with more diffuse bases of social support. Party systems in Peru and
Ecuador did not reach such a relatively high level of institutionalization, and the parties
that did compose the system at the beginning of the period were seriously weakened or
replaced by the end of it. In contrast, the party systems in Chile, Uruguay, Honduras, and El
Salvador either maintained or built on their relatively high level of institutionalization. With
the emergence of more vigorous and fair electoral competition, the party system in Mexico
can also be viewed as progressing toward institutionalization in democratic terms.
During the period of the study, the party systems in the region became more fragmented, with several two-party systems gradually becoming two-and-a-half or multiparty
systems. The group of countries with three-and-a-half or more parties has expanded to
include seven countries.
Several countries have party systems in which two or, at most, three parties have
dominated the political arena. In these countries—Honduras, Paraguay, Mexico, Costa Rica,
Guatemala, Argentina, Chile (considering its coalitions), and Colombia—it has been fairly
common for presidents to be elected with their party winning a majority or near-majority in
congress, or for presidents to build governing coalitions—though not always in a durable
and effective manner. However, in the remaining countries, and particularly those with four
or more effective parties (Ecuador, Brazil, Bolivia, and Peru), minority governments have
been more common, and governing through normal representative channels has in many
instances been extremely difficult. Brazil has at least temporarily and partially managed
some of these difficulties through reasonably successful interparty coalitions backing the
governments of Presidents Fernando Henrique Cardoso and Luiz Inácio Lula de Silva. But
implementing reforms remains laborious at times and potentially costly in the efficiency of
resource allocation. At the same time, in Bolivia the second-round election of presidents
by the legislature facilitated the formation of government coalitions during the 1980s and
1990s, in circumstances in which this might otherwise have been difficult.
In Peru, President Alberto Fujimori overcame the difficulties of governing a fragmented
congress by remaking the constitutional framework (with the backing of the military), which
greatly amplified his power. The impact of the more fragmented party system in Venezuela
initially worked to the benefit of a populist president, who also has succeeded in obtaining
the acquiescence of other institutions that might serve to check his power. But in a different political context, such a high level of party system fragmentation could complicate the
achievement of stable and effective democratic governance.
Classifying Latin American party systems according to their degree of ideological polarization is more difficult. While differences between countries clearly exist, they are not
as readily measurable or discernable as other party system features. Other forms of polarization, such as those reflecting support or opposition to given political personalities, or
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different sets of moral values, may not be captured by traditional measures of ideological
polarization. Based on the measures examined, polarization may be a factor compromising
governance capacity and political stability in El Salvador, Nicaragua, and Venezuela—countries in which polarization is fairly high and seems to have increased in the last few years.
Since most systems appear to be less polarized than they were in the 1960s and 1970s, the
impact that different degrees of polarization have on the performance of democratic systems
is less clear. Amid high levels of poverty, underdevelopment, and extreme inequality, latent
bases for political conflict may be as important as the visible level of polarization among
political elites. Such conditions are favorable for the emergence of populist leaders who can
suddenly and profoundly alter the structure of political competition, as has recently been
observed in Venezuela, Bolivia, and other countries in the region.
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7

Intraparty Democratic
Processes and the
Financing of Political Parties
The examination of political party systems in the previous chapter shows that on the
whole those systems are weakly institutionalized, moderately to highly fragmented, and
moderately polarized. That analysis leaves out two critical dimensions of party politics: the
internal processes by which party officials are selected and candidates nominated, and the
rules for financing political parties and electoral campaigns. Those topics are the subject
of this chapter.
Citizens’ perceptions that politicians and parties are out of touch with their concerns,
are corrupt, and tend to serve the interests of their financial patrons have contributed to
disenchantment with democratic politics. Control of parties by long-standing caudillos and
local bosses, and parties’ limited connection to rank and file members, undermine public
respect for political parties. At the same time, the growing importance of money in electoral campaigns calls into question basic democratic principles of political equality and
accountability and increases the prevalence of corruption and illicit activities. These perceived limitations of the democratic systems that took hold in the 1970s and 1980s have
given rise to growing demands for reforms to democratize the selection of party leaders
and candidates for public office and to regulate the financing of politics so as to curb the
influence of money.

The Internal Democratization of Political Parties
The development and operation of political parties are affected by the relationships that
evolve within parties, particularly the interaction between the party chairperson, the leader
of the party in the legislature, and the president. Perpetual conflict among party factions
and individual politicians appears to be at odds with the kind of leadership necessary for
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CHAPTER

1

2

A recent empirical study of the use of primaries in Latin America supports the conclusion that the use of these
mechanisms has resulted in more viable candidates (Carey and Polga-Hecimovich, 2006).
Citizen confidence in political parties has tended to be higher in countries that have legislated primaries
(Alcántara Sáez, 2002).
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effective policy making in the broader public interest. As important as this topic is, particularly with respect to the operation of presidential systems, it is not directly addressed in this
chapter. Instead, our main focus is on the processes by which party leaders are selected and
candidates are nominated for elected offices.
How these matters are addressed is influenced by the dual nature of political parties.
While the strict internal organization of political parties—that is, their administration and
the configuration of their leadership—could be conceived as a private matter, the nomination of candidates for political office is by nature public. It is in this latter area where demands for transparency and participation have been strongest.
These demands have resulted in the emergence of two prevalent mechanisms for selecting candidates for public office: party conventions and primaries. A third mechanism—the
selection of candidates by the top party leadership—has become less common, particularly
with regard to the nomination of candidates for the presidency, but also in the nomination
of candidates for other elected offices.
The first and more traditional mechanism—conventions—involves an assembly of representatives that has the power to elect party officials and nominate candidates for public
office. Although this mechanism has begun to be displaced by primaries, it continues to
be important in the nomination processes of many parties in the region. The second, more
recent mechanism is primaries, which have been adopted as a means to further open the
process of selecting candidates. Primaries entail the selection of candidates for public office
through free, fair, competitive, and direct elections by secret vote either by party members
(closed primaries) or by all citizens who wish to participate (open primaries).
The move toward greater intraparty democracy has broad benefits. First, such reforms deepen democracy by extending it to the internal workings of the political parties.
Politicians can hardly speak out with authority in the name of democracy if their leaders
and candidates emerge from nondemocratic practices. Second, competition at the heart
of political parties can enhance mobility among party elites and diversify the leadership
structure. Third, primaries raise the competence and legitimacy of candidates both within
the party and among the broader public, as well as the degree to which they represent the
different interests within the party and society as a whole.1 Fourth, broader segments of
society, or at least a broader range of activists, are encouraged to participate and take on
leadership responsibilities in political parties, and thereby become more engaged in the
democratic process and in strengthening one of its key institutions. Finally, internal party
democracy is expected to lend added legitimacy to democratic processes and trust in political parties by helping to offset negative practices such as political nepotism, patronage
networks (clientelismo), and control of the party from the top by bosses (caciquismo)—thereby
also enhancing responsiveness to citizens.2
Nonetheless, internal democratization may not bring immediate benefits to specific
political parties and may present some trade-offs with respect to political representation.
Primaries may disrupt the internal harmony or the unified external image and ideological

Electing Party Officials and Nominating Candidates
The internal democratization of political parties is shaped by different factors, including the
rules of the political system. In particular, national laws influence intraparty processes for
selecting party leaders and nominating candidates for public office (Bendel, 1998). Those
laws vary in type and scope (Tables 7.1 and 7.2).
Reflecting the complex distinction between what is considered private and public, few
Latin American constitutions stipulate how political party leaders should be elected, but
many regulate the way parties nominate their candidates for public office. Notable examples are Uruguay and Venezuela. The internal functioning of parties generally is considered
a private matter—up to the point of selecting candidates for public office. The trend toward
the democratization of candidate selection has brought with it a greater control of parties
under public law, as has occurred in Bolivia and Colombia.
In Argentina, Colombia, Costa Rica, Honduras, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Dominican
Republic, Uruguay, and Venezuela the election of party officials is regulated by law.
By contrast, in Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Mexico, and
Nicaragua, neither the constitution nor electoral laws deal in any way with the selection
of party officials, allowing political parties to organize themselves according to their own
rules (Table 7.1).
The picture is somewhat different for the selection of candidates. In some countries,
such as Costa Rica, Uruguay, and Venezuela, the nomination process is regulated by the
constitution, whereas in other countries it is governed by legislation, as in Argentina,
Bolivia, Colombia, Costa Rica, the Dominican Republic, Honduras, Panama, Paraguay, Peru,
and Uruguay (Table 7.2).
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coherence of parties. Weakening the programmatic character of parties could make elections less effective as mechanisms for holding officials accountable for their policies (as
discussed in Chapters 3 and 6). In addition, adverse results for incumbent leaders, such
as victories by outsider candidates, could initially cause instability and uncertainty, and
thereby weaken individual political parties, if only in the short term. Some scholars have
argued that because primaries tend to be dominated by more extreme party activists,
weaker candidates, less representative of the broader society, could gain control of their
party’s banner (Buquet and Chasquetti, 2004; Colomer, 2002). Profound reforms of constitutions and laws governing political parties and elections were adopted during the final two
decades of the 20th century, a reflection of the transition in many countries from authoritarianism to democracy. These reforms initially sidestepped the issue of the internal democratization of political parties and the more difficult subject of party financing. However,
intraparty democratization was addressed more directly in a wave of reforms that began in
the second half of the 1990s.
Since then, the trend in the 18 countries of the region has been toward higher levels of
transparency, openness, and participation in the selection of political party leaders and in
the nomination of presidential candidates. In a growing number of countries, where party
standard-bearers were once selected mainly by top party leaders or closed party caucuses,
various types of primary processes are now used.

Country

Is selection process
regulated by
national law?

Do electoral laws
clearly establish the
mechanism for
selecting party leaders?

Argentina

Yes

Yes1

Bolivia

No

No

Does law defer
to party bylaws?

✓

Brazil

No

No

Chile

No

No

Colombia

Yes, electoral law

Yes, internal caucuses2

✓

Costa Rica

Yes

Ambiguous; selection must
be consistent with “principles
of internal democracy”

✓

Dominican
Republic

Yes, electoral law

Yes. Compulsory for all parties,
simultaneously held, organized,
controlled, and judged by Electoral
Court, with voluntary vote
open to all registered voters

✓

Ecuador

No

No

✓

El Salvador

No

No

✓

Guatemala

No

No

✓

Yes, electoral law

Yes, internal elections, direct,
secret vote of members
at all party levels

✓

No

No

✓

Honduras

Mexico

No

No

✓

Yes, electoral law

No

✓

Paraguay

Yes

Yes, elections by free, direct,
secret, equal vote of members

✓

Peru

Yes

Ambiguous; selection must
be governed by rules of
internal democracy3

✓

Uruguay

Yes, constitution

Yes

✓

Venezuela

Yes, constitution

No

✓

Nicaragua
Panama

Source: Freidenberg (2005).
1
According to Law 23,298 of 2002, as amended, elections of party leaders and nomination of candidates
for public office, except the presidency and the vice presidency, are governed by the constitution, by party
bylaws, and to the extent applicable, by electoral law.
2
Basic statute on political parties and movements and Ley de Consultas Internas (article 1).
3
Article 25 of Law 28,094 provides that intraparty elections are to be conducted according to party bylaws
and that they must be consistent with the law of the land; article 19 indicates that intraparty elections are
to be governed by the rules of internal democracy set forth in the law and in party bylaws.
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Table 7.1. Constitution, Electoral Law, or Bylaw? Regulation
of the Process of Selecting Party Leaders

Table 7.2. Regulation of the Nominating Process
Is the nominating process regulated by
national law (electoral law, law on
political parties, or other laws)?

Argentina

No

Yes, Organic Law on Parties 25,611, with
amendments of Law 23,298

Bolivia

No

Yes1

Brazil

No

No

Chile

No

No2

Colombia

No

Yes,3 Basic Statute on Parties and Movements
and Special Law on Internal Popular
Consultations. Law 130 of 1994

Costa Rica

Yes

Yes, Electoral Code (article 74)

Dominican Republic

No

Yes, Electoral Law

Ecuador

No

No

El Salvador

No

No

Guatemala

No

No

Honduras

No

Yes, Electoral and Political Organization Law
(articles 18–19)

Mexico

No

No

Nicaragua

No

No

Panama

No

Yes, Law 22 of 1997

Paraguay

No

Yes, Electoral Code of 1996 (article 33)

Peru

No

Yes

Uruguay

Yes

Yes, Law 17063 of 1998 (articles 1, 3, 5–8)

Venezuela

Yes

No

Source: Freidenberg (2005); Zovatto (2006).
1
The political party law establishes the electoral character of internal party mechanisms. Each party defines
the mechanism it will use to choose candidates.
2
The law on political parties requires that the party leadership (Consejo General) submit its presidential
candidate for ratification by party members. The candidate is proclaimed official only once accepted by
the party members.
3
Electoral legislation does not require parties to hold primary elections, but it does regulate them if parties
choose to hold them.

Political parties use various mechanisms for nominating presidential candidates (Table
7.3). These can be classified according to the scope of participation and the method used.
The classification based on scope hinges on whether candidates are elected by party members alone or in primaries open to citizens who are not party members. Classification by
method requires determining whether the party uses primaries, conventions, nomination by
party leaders (followed in some cases by internal elections), or primaries subject to ratification by national party conventions (Freidenberg, 2003).
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Country

Is the nominating
process regulated
by the constitution?
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PCC (1998)

PLC (1990, 1994)1

PLN (1985, 1989,
1993, 1997, 2001),
PUSC (1989, 1993,
2002)1,4

PRSC (1996, 2002)

Colombia

Costa Rica

Dominican
Republic
ID (1987),
DP (2002)

ID (1984,1991, 1998, 2002),
DP, PSC (1978,1984, 1991,
2002)

PRSC2
PRD (2002), PLD (1999)

PCC (1990, 1994, 2002),
PLC (1998, 2002)1

PPD (1993, 1999, 2001)

PDT, PMDB, PSDB, PFL

UCS,2 MNR,2 MIR,2
ADN2, MAS (2002)

PJ (1982, 1994, 1999, 2002),1
UCR (1982, 1989, 1994)

Conventions

PRE, MUPP-NP
(1996, 1998,
2002)

PRSC (1999)

UCS

Party
leadership

PLD (2002)3

PDC, RN, UDI
(the three parties
in 1993, 1999, 2001)
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Ecuador

PS

Concertación
(1993, 1999, 2001)

Chile

PRD (since 1982)

PT (2002)

Brazil

MNR (1999),
MIR (1999)1

Bolivia

Closed primaries

IU (1989),
PJ (1988)1
FREPASO (1994),
FREPASO-UCR (1999),
UCR (2002)

Open primaries

Argentina

Country

Party leaders
propose candidates;
internal primaries
are then held

(continued)

Primaries subject
to ratification by
national party
conventions

Table 7.3. How Latin America’s Political Parties Nominate Presidential Candidates, 1978 (or Transition Year) to 2004
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ANR-PC (1990, 1994,
1999), PLRA (1990,
1994, 1999), PEN (1990,
1994, 1999)
APRA/PAP (1985, 2000)

Paraguay

Peru

PLC

PRI (until 1999)

Party
leadership

Party leaders
propose candidates;
internal primaries
are then held
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APRA/PAP, AP

PA (1993, 2003),
PRD (1993)2

PA (1998), PRD (1998,
2004), PDC (1998)

Panama

PAN, PRD (2000)
PLC (1996, 2001)

PRD, PAN (2000), PRI
(since 2001)5

Mexico

FRG (2002), PAN

ARENA (1994, 1999,
2003)

Conventions

Nicaragua

PLH, PNH (both
parties 1985, 1993,
1997, 2000)

Honduras

PRI (1999)

PAN (2003)

Guatemala

Closed primaries

FMLN (1994, 1999,
2003)

Open primaries

El Salvador

Country

Table 7.3. (continued)

(continued)

FSLN (1996, 2001)

Primaries subject
to ratification by
national party
conventions
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EP-FA (1999, 2003),
PC (1999, 2003),
PN (1999, 2003)4
COPEI (1993)

Uruguay

AD (1968, 1978, 1983,
1993, 1998)

Closed primaries

AD, COPEI (1987),
MAS (1988, 1998)

EP-FA,2 PC,2 PN2

Conventions

MVR, PPT,
PV

Party
leadership

Party leaders
propose candidates;
internal primaries
are then held

Primaries subject
to ratification by
national party
conventions
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Source: Freidenberg (2005).
Note: The full names of the parties are listed in Appendix 7.1.
1
More than one actor participates in the process.
2
The mechanism was used until electoral reforms were implemented and electoral norms modified.
3
The national party conventions qualify the candidates, who then compete among themselves.
4
According to party rules, the leadership has the right to ratify the results of the primaries (or conventions) in which party members choose the presidential nominee. In practical
terms, the primaries are open, since electors declare their affiliation to a party at the polling place.
5
No election has yet been held under the new party rule.

Venezuela

Open primaries

Country

Table 7.3. (continued)

Since the trend in the region favors primaries, we will focus on this mechanism for selecting candidates. The countries of the region can be divided into three groups according to
their current position with respect to primaries: (1) countries in which primary elections are
mandated and regulated by law; (2) countries in which primaries have been held but are not
regulated by law; and (3) countries in which primaries have been held only very rarely and
are not regulated by law (Table 7.4).
Primaries can be further distinguished based on the following criteria (Figure 7.1 and
Table 7.5):
•
•
•
•

Are they open (all citizens may participate) or closed (only party members may participate)?
Are they held separately (each party holds its elections on different days) or simultaneously (all on the same day)?
Are they overseen by an electoral management body?
Is public funding provided?

Countries in Which Primary Elections Are Legally Recognized
The constitutions or national legislation of 11 Latin American countries contain provisions
regarding the use of primaries (see Table 7.4). In all of these countries except Colombia, the
law requires that parties hold primary elections and regulates those elections. In Colombia
the law does not require parties to conduct primaries but does regulate those that parties
choose to hold. Costa Rica was the first to adopt such provisions, followed by Honduras in
1985–89; Colombia in 1994; Paraguay in 1996; Panama in 1997; and Uruguay, Bolivia, and
Venezuela in 1999. Recently, Argentina (2002), Peru (2003), and the Dominican Republic
(2004) have also passed laws governing the selection of candidates.
For years in Costa Rica, electoral legislation has mandated a system of party primaries
(known as “national conventions”) as a free, universal, direct, secret polling mechanism for
nominating presidential candidates. In some electoral districts, popular elections are also
held for other representative offices. Political parties decide whether these will be open or
closed and when to schedule them. Formally, the results of the primaries are subject to
ratification by the party leadership, but it is doubtful that the results would in fact be overturned. The two main political parties—the Partido de Liberación Nacional (PLN) and the
Partido Unidad Social Cristiana (PUSC)—hold open primaries on different days. No public
funding is provided specifically for this activity. The national voter registry is used, and the
country’s electoral management body gets involved only if conflicts arise.
In Uruguay, the 1996 constitutional reform established an open primary procedure for
political parties seeking to field presidential candidates. The parties hold their primaries
simultaneously on the last Sunday in April (the general election is in October). The 1998
Internal Elections Law for Political Parties provides that the Electoral Court is responsible
for hearing cases dealing with primary elections. Enforcement of the law began in April
1999. The same law requires that the party primaries are to be held simultaneously.
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The Latin American Experience with Primary Elections

Country
Costa Rica
Honduras
Panama
Paraguay
Uruguay
Venezuela
Argentina
Bolivia
Dominican Republic
Peru
Colombia
Chile
El Salvador
Mexico
Nicaragua
Ecuador
Brazil
Guatemala

Regulated by the
constitution or political/
electoral legislation

Observed in practice

Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes (not mandatory)
No
No
No
No
No
No
No

Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes (sometimes)
Yes (sometimes)
Yes (sometimes)
Yes (sometimes)
Yes (sometimes)
Yes (sometimes)
Yes (sometimes)
Yes (sometimes)
Yes (sometimes)
Yes (twice)
Yes (once)
Yes (once)

Source: Alcántara (2002), with updates by the authors.
Note: The shaded countries are those in which primaries are regulated by law. The nonshaded countries are
those where primaries are not required but have been held sometimes at least by some parties.

Figure 7.1 Classifying Primary Elections
Primary
elections

Closed

Open

Separate
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Simultaneous

Separate

Simultaneous

With or without
involvement of
electoral
management
body

With or without
involvement of
electoral
management
body

With or without
public financing

With or without
public financing
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No

Dominican

No

No

No

No

El Salvador

Guatemala

Honduras

Mexico

No

Yes

Yes

No

No

Yes

Yes

Optional

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

Law

No

Yes, open

No

No

No

Yes, open

open

Yes, closed/

Yes, open

No

No

Yes

Yes, open

Primary

n.a.

n.a.

Yes, CNE

n.a.

n.a.

Yes, TSE

n.a.

n.a.

n.a.

n.a.

Only to settle disputes

Yes, convention

n.a.

n.a.

n.a.

n.a.

n.a.

by plebiscite

n.a.

No1

n.a.

Simultaneous

n.a.

n.a.

n.a.

n.a.

Separate

Separate

n.a.

n.a.

Separate

for each party

of political parties)

Justicia Electoral (upon request

Are primaries
simultaneous
or separate?
Simultaneous

Are elections
supervised by an
electoral agency?

(continued)

No

No

No

No

No

No

No

Yes

No

No

No

No

Is public
financing
provided?

Characteristics of intraparty elections

Yes, judges appointed by

Yes, ratification

n.a.

n.a.

n.a.

Other

What electoral
mechanisms
are regulated?
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No

Ecuador

Republic

No

No

Chile

Yes

No

Brazil

Costa Rica

No

Bolivia

Colombia

No

Argentina

Constitution

Are intraparty elections
regulated by the constitution
or national law?
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No

No

No

Yes

Yes

Panama

Paraguay

Peru

Uruguay

Venezuela

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

Law

Yes, closed

Yes, open

open

Yes, closed/

Yes, closed

Yes, closed

No

Primary

n.a.

n.a.

Yes, convention

n.a.

n.a.

n.a.

Other

What electoral
mechanisms
are regulated?

Yes, CNE

Yes, CE

Yes, ONPE

No

No (only to settle
potential conflicts)

n.a.

Are elections
supervised by an
electoral agency?

Separate

Simultaneous

Separate

Separate

Simultaneous

n.a.

Are primaries
simultaneous
or separate?

No

No

No

No

Yes

No

Is public
financing
provided?

Characteristics of intraparty elections
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Sources: Freidenberg (2006); Zovatto (2006).
Note: n.a. = not applicable.
1
An oversight agency was given regulatory authority in 1991 but it was withdrawn in 2001.

No

Nicaragua

Constitution

Are intraparty elections
regulated by the constitution
or national law?

Table 7.5. (continued)
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Because no party membership registries exist, the primary election for all political
parties begins and ends on the same day; voting for a political party is tantamount to affiliating with it. Although voting is not mandatory, primary elections are backed by all the
guarantees and requirements characteristic of any national electoral process. Any candidate
obtaining one vote more than 50 percent of the total vote is automatically nominated as
the party’s presidential candidate for the general election. If no candidate wins a majority,
the candidate is elected by political party convention, with no restrictions on the field of
potential candidates.
Since the return to democracy in 1989, political parties in Paraguay have regularly held
internal closed elections to constitute national and departmental assemblies that then
elect the party’s leadership bodies. A reform adopted in April 1996 requires that candidates
for any elected office must be elected by party members through a free, fair, direct and secret
closed primary.
Each political party organizes elections to be held on a date of its choosing and has its
own rules and supervisory mechanisms. No specific public funding is available, and there
is little oversight by national electoral authorities. To vote in the primary one must be registered with the respective party.
In Panama, closed primary elections were adopted through reforms to the electoral code
enacted in 1997. Those reforms require that parties with candidates on the presidential
ballot must hold primary elections, but they do not apply to allied parties endorsing the
presidential candidate of another party. In 1998, the first primary elections were held to
elect presidential and vice presidential candidates within the Partido Arnulfista (PA), the
Partido Revolucionario Democrático (PRD), and the Partido Democrático Cristiano (PDC),
currently known as the Partido Popular (PP). Other parties allied with one of these three
parties, rather than putting forth their own candidates.
In 2001 the nation considered a proposal for a system of primaries for all elected positions, in addition to president and vice president. However, the proposal failed to receive
sufficient support, and it was agreed that the system then in effect would be maintained.
Even so, the government eliminated from the broader set of electoral reforms the proposal
to require the selection of presidential candidates through primaries, in favor of having
primaries be optional and for all elected offices. This represented a step back from the
1997 reform, because parties that had conducted primaries in 1999, no longer did so in
2004. Elsewhere the new law provides that voters must register with a political party before
casting a primary ballot. Approval was also given for the allocation of public funds to cover
expenses related to the holding of primary elections.
The national elections tribunal has no jurisdiction or power over the internal procedures of political groups; it only sends delegates to act as mediators to resolve potential
conflicts or to collaborate in organizing conventions or primaries, all at the request of the
parties. Because the tribunal maintains the electoral registry, however, the parties depend
on it to some extent (for example, to determine quorums).
Bolivia introduced primary elections in 1999. The law on political parties stipulates
that any party, when formed, must be officially recognized and adopt rules and procedures
ensuring fully democratic primaries by means of free, direct, and secret voting under the
supervision of the national and departmental electoral courts. The law reinforces the insti-

3

In 2006 opposition groups had planned to hold a primary before deciding to unite behind Manuel Rosales.
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tutionalization of the primary process by prohibiting waivers of compliance with party rules,
in essence forbidding extraordinary procedures or exemptions from the rules for individuals or groups of party members. In short, the legislation ensured that party leaders at all
levels, including candidates for all elected posts in the country, would be elected. But this
innovative reform was circumscribed by a series of decisions of the National Electoral Court
in 2001, which argued that it was not advisable for the parties to hold primaries. In addition, the decisions withdrew the National Electoral Court from the supervision of intraparty
electoral processes. The parties then placed the final decision on nominating procedures
in the hands of national party conventions. Those decisions reflected the party leaders’ lack
of confidence in the capacity of their bases to conduct primary elections, and the view that
primaries had negative consequences for the parties by increasing internal conflicts and
weakening party cohesion.
Electoral legislation in Honduras requires that political parties hold primary elections
through a direct vote among their members if there are at least two different groups competing to nominate candidates. Political parties with only one internal bloc may choose
another process to ratify a single slate of candidates. In practice primaries have been held
on various occasions since 1989 to manage the internal fragmentation of the two principal
parties.
In Venezuela, the 1999 constitution requires political parties to hold primary elections.
Nevertheless, in the 2000 elections not one political party held them, allegedly owing to the
absence of regulations to implement the constitutional requirement.3
In Argentina, the discussion of the mechanism of nominating candidates took place in
distinct stages. The senate passed a bill in 2001 establishing simultaneous, open primaries.
A year later, the president issued a decree (subsequently approved by the congress) that
made simultaneous primaries mandatory. Primaries were to be open to all citizens, whether
affiliated with a party or not, and without the involvement of the electoral agency, unless
requested by the parties. These provisions were set aside for the 2003 elections because
President Duhalde feared that former president Carlos Menem would win an open primary in the Partido Justicialista (PJ, the Peronist party). In February 2005, President Néstor
Kirchner of the PJ “resurrected” the law to require primaries in every district prior to the
legislative elections.
Even before Kirchner’s move, some parties had held primaries on their own initiative. Indeed, in 1988, the PJ held closed primaries in which Carlos Menem and Antonio
Cafiero competed to become the party’s presidential candidate. The Frente País Solidario
(FREPASO) held an open primary in 1995, in which José Octavio Bordón and Carlos Álvarez
competed. The country’s first open primary was held in 1989 by the Izquierda Unida, when
Luis Zamora and Néstor Vicente campaigned to lead the ticket. In both cases, the processes
were conducted within political coalitions and not within the individual parties. In 1999,
primaries were used to select the candidate of the Alianza, a coalition that brought together
the Unión Cívica Radical (UCR) and FREPASO.
Peru enacted a political party law in October 2003 on the basis of a broad national
agreement involving several major parties. This new regulatory structure forced the parties

Countries in Which Primaries Are Held but Not Regulated
In a second group of countries, political parties hold primary elections at least sporadically
(that is, some parties hold them some of the time) without regulation or sanction by the
government.
Internal elections are sometimes held within the framework of electoral coalitions. In
Chile, the binominal electoral system4 and the political division between supporters and
opponents of former president Augusto Pinochet has kept most of the center-left coalition
known as Concertación united since the group successfully organized to vote against the
dictator in the 1988 plebiscite. The need to hold together the heterogeneous coalition led
to the adoption of primaries as the means to select presidential candidates in 1993 and
1999.
Mexico’s Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) held a primary election in 1999 to
choose its presidential candidate, an historic departure from the unpopular practice of allowing the outgoing president to handpick his replacement, a method that was in clear contradiction with democratic principles. The primary aimed to boost the legitimacy of a political party whose credibility has been damaged. Holding the most open elections possible to
pick the candidate for president was regarded as the best way to make up for the PRI’s past
errors and to project the party into the future. However, according to some observers and

4

In the binominal system, legislators are elected from two-member districts, with the two seats being awarded to
the two party lists that won the most votes, unless the victorious party won at least twice as many votes as the
second, in which case the winning party takes both seats.
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to adapt to new rules of the game, including the need to hold separate primaries, open or
closed, with the help of the national office of electoral processes. These internal elections
were to be held between 210 and 180 days before the general election. Prior to 2003, several
parties had held primaries without being required by law to do so.
Since 1982, in the Dominican Republic, some parties have sporadically held primaries notable for the scant levels of citizen participation. Often these have been conducted by the
political elite to dampen the threat of internal divisions. For the 2000 elections, the Partido
Revolucionario Dominicano (PRD) held a closed primary, while the Partido de la Liberación
Dominicana (PLD) and the Partido Reformista Social Cristiano (PRSC) held conventions
among their membership. The influence of party strongman Joaquín Balaguer was evident
in the internal conventions of the PRSC. In August 2004, the congress passed a reform that
introduced simultaneous internal party elections through a universal, direct, secret vote
open to all voters.
Colombia’s election laws do not require political parties to hold primary elections, but
on two occasions (1990 and 1994) the Partido Liberal (PL) has held primaries to select its
presidential candidate. (The party has since used a convention system). When primaries are
held they must follow the provisions of a special law on intraparty consultations, and they
must be simultaneous. In addition, the law provides for public financing and for supervision by the national electoral council. The Partido Conservador (PC) has conducted just one
(closed) primary, in 1998.

Countries That Do Not Have a Significant Tradition of Primaries
In Brazil, Ecuador, and Guatemala primary elections are not regulated by law and are not a
common method for choosing presidential candidates, although they have been used by
particular parties in some cases. Brazil’s Partido dos Trabalhadores (PT) held primary elections in 2002. In Ecuador, Izquierda Democrática (ID) and Democracia Popular (DP) held
primaries in 1987 in 2002, respectively. The Partido de Acción Nacional (PAN) in Guatemala
held a primary in 2003. In none of the three cases, however, is the primary tradition
engrained to a degree that would lead one to predict greater intraparty democracy in the
near future. Factors that might have discouraged the adoption of primaries in Brazil and
Ecuador include the elitist nature of the political parties and the fear that politics might
become more highly regionalized. In Guatemala, the weakness of the political party system
and the high level of personalization of political parties have so far prevented the issue from
receiving consideration.

Summary of Primary Election Experiences
This review of the region’s experience with primary elections illustrates that primaries may
be enshrined in national legislation, or each political party may be left free to decide for
itself whether and how to organize internal elections. Even without the benefit of legislation, the second approach may result in primaries becoming general practice.

5

The PAN and the PRI also used closed primaries to nominate candidates for the 2006 presidential elections. In
the case of the PRD, one of the two potential candidates dropped out, so a primary was not needed.
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certain groups within the party, this election was not a thoroughly open process, although
it did represent clear progress from past practices.
In the 2000 elections the Partido Acción Nacional (PAN) used a closed primary, whereas
the Partido de la Revolución Democrática (PRD) used a party convention to choose their
candidates.5
Primary elections (known as consultas populares) were also held in Nicaragua by the Frente
Sandinista de Liberación Nacional (FSLN) in 1996 and 2001. These elections for selecting
the FSLN’s candidates were open to all citizens. However, the winners of the primary elections had to be ratified by the FSLN council before the general elections. In one case the
council made its own choice for vice president after rejecting the selection of the voters in
the primary election. For the November 2000 municipal elections, the Sandinistas returned
to the practice of selecting their candidates through primaries that were restricted to party
members.
Finally there is the case of El Salvador, where primaries are not regulated by law but
are regulated in the bylaws of some parties and have been held occasionally. In other
cases, party conventions have been used. The bylaws of the Frente Farabundo Martí para
la Liberación Nacional (FMLN) require the use of closed primaries, whereas those of the
Alianza Republicana Nacional (ARENA) stipulate the use of party conventions.

Regulation of the Financing of Elections and
Political Parties
The relationship between money and politics is crucial to the health and quality of democracy. Contrary to democratic ideals, monetary assets—not just individual votes and political
activity—are in practice important tools for exerting influence on elected officials.
The importance of this issue is matched by its complexity. Regulating the use of
money in politics gives rise to a conflict between the principle of freedom of expression
and those of impartiality and fairness in electoral competition. Whether attention is
centered on principles or on the protection of status and privileges, however, the issue
invariably prompts heated debate, not to mention efforts to circumvent whatever rules are
created. Even highly developed democracies have yet to resolve the dilemma posed by
campaign finance. Nor have they avoided scandals, as illustrated over the years by cases
in the United States, Japan, France, Spain, England Germany, and elsewhere (Nassmacher,
1992).
Although the issues of campaign finance are not new, their salience has risen with the
cost of electoral campaigns based increasingly on costly television marketing, consultants,
opinion polls, and focus groups.
In Latin America, the issue of campaign financing is closely related to the current disenchantment with politics (see Chapter 10). Continuous scandals involving corruption, bribery, influence peddling, and even narco-trafficking reinforce the aversion many citizens feel
toward politics and politicians, who are perceived as corrupt, lacking transparency, oriented
primarily towards promoting their own interests, and frequently reneging on their campaign
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To be sure, strategic considerations, both internal and external, guide political parties’
choice of how and when to hold primaries when they are free to make such choices. The
desire to improve the quality of democracy is at best a secondary consideration. To date,
the most favorable circumstances for the introduction of primaries are those in which the
formation of party alliances or the management of internal party conflict makes them useful.
For example, primaries may be perceived as the best solution for settling potential disputes
among the leadership of the parties in the coalition or a way to gather popular support
for the coalition before the general presidential election. Such was the case in Chile in
1993 and 1999, and in Argentina in 1999, in the selection of presidential candidates for the
Concertación and Alianza coalitions, respectively.
In Chile, Argentina, Mexico, Nicaragua, and Colombia, the opening up to new democratic methods in the nomination of presidential candidates was largely dictated by internal
circumstances specific to each political party. Except in the case of Colombia, national election agencies did not involve themselves in the organization, administration, oversight, or
funding of the primaries.
By contrast, Costa Rica, Uruguay, Paraguay, Bolivia, Panama, Honduras, Venezuela—
joined recently by Argentina and Peru—have adopted a different approach, one in which
primaries have been institutionalized and placed under the supervision of electoral management bodies that regulate primaries in different ways.

Critical Issues in Campaign Finance
The consolidation of democracy in Latin America has helped political parties reassume
their role as main actors on the political scene, affording them constitutional legitimacy
as autonomous entities with full legal status. At the same time, political and campaign
spending have grown exponentially, largely because of the escalating costs of electoral campaigns, which require increasingly large expenditures on television advertising, marketing,
consultants, opinion surveys, and the use of focus groups.
The need to run ever-more expensive campaigns and keep political party mechanisms
in permanent operation has gone hand in hand with a decline in the collection of party
membership dues. Faced with the need to raise large sums, it is tempting to divert one’s
attention from the source of the money, thus opening the door to illegal funding.
The debate over political financing in Latin America centers on four topics. The first has
to do with whether to regulate party financing, and if so, to what extent. There is no consistent pattern in this area among the countries of the region. Some, such as Mexico, have
a detailed regulatory framework, while others, such as Uruguay and El Salvador, have very
few regulations. The issue is complex, and there are limits to what can be done. Although
there is a need to establish clear rules of the game to achieve greater public control over the
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promises. Political parties and candidates attempt to exploit popular disgust by accusing
one another of obtaining funds from questionable sources or handling them improperly.
To address these problems, the idea of using public resources to help political parties
carry out campaigns, and in certain cases their day-to-day operations, has been introduced
over the past few decades. Other laws have been devised to regulate activities involving private contributions and to exert greater public control over party finances. But despite these
attempts to clean up the playing field, parties’ political independence remains in jeopardy
because of the need to obtain ever-larger sums of money. At the same time, very little information is available on the amount and sources of campaign spending. In addition, little
is known about the effects of public financing measures on the strength of parties and the
control of corruption (Posada-Carbó and Carlos Malamud, 2005).
Despite recognition that a balanced and equitable system of party funding is an indispensable requirement for truly competitive and fair elections (Njaim, 2000; GonzálezVaras, 1995), the issue of campaign finance was largely neglected during the initial stage
of the region’s recent political transition. Once elections began to gain credibility, however, issues related to the quality and enhancement of democracy—among them campaign finance—gained a place on the political agenda. Over the past two decades, several
countries have introduced laws related to the financing of political parties and electoral
campaigns (Table 7.6).
In recent years campaign finance has become a serious point of contention in several
countries of the region because of its critical role in: (1) guaranteeing fairness in electoral
contests; (2) ensuring a modicum of transparency and accountability with regard to the
origin and use of public and private funds; (3) preventing influence peddling and opportunities for political corruption; and (4) preventing the influx of money from organized crime,
particularly drug money, into the political arena.

Table 7.6. The Advent of Public Financing in Latin America
Country

Year

Uruguay

1928

Costa Rica

1949
1957 (indirect)
and 1961 (direct)

Peru

1966 (indirect) and
2003 (direct)

Venezuela

Established in 1973,
eliminated in 1999

Nicaragua

1974

Mexico

1977

Ecuador

1978

Honduras

1981

El Salvador

1983

Colombia

1985

Guatemala

1985

Chile

1988 (indirect) and
2003 (direct)

Paraguay

1990

Brazil

1995

Bolivia

1997

Dominican Republic

1997

Panama

1997

financial operations of political parties, there also is a risk of overregulation that could lead
to more elaborate schemes to obscure party finances and evade the law.
The second key issue is the mode of financing—private, public, or mixed. With mixed
systems, there is the further question of the proper balance between public and private
funds. Various political and social actors have questioned whether it is appropriate for the
state to invest large amounts of public funds in political parties, especially in the context of
the fiscal crises afflicting many Latin American governments. Public opinion against public
financial support has gained strength with the widespread credibility crisis confronting political parties and politicians.
The third issue revolves around mechanisms to lower the demand for money in electoral activity and ensure a sounder use of public funding. Proponents of curbs on escalating
campaign costs contend that the infusion of money on such a large scale undermines the
fairness of electoral competition, raises the risk of illegal forms of funding, and increases
the prevalence of corruption and influence peddling (Zovatto, 1998, 2003a, 2003b).
Finally, there is the matter of establishing or strengthening controls and sanctions to
improve transparency, accountability, and compliance with political finance legislation.
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Argentina

Our analysis of campaign finance legislation in Latin America focuses on 10 specific areas
of potential regulation: funding systems, the activities eligible for public funding, legal
barriers, allocation criteria, prohibitions against contributions from certain sources, limits
on private contributions, disbursement scheduling, access of parties to the media, enforcement, and sanctions. Each variable is discussed below.
•

•

•

Funding systems. All Latin American countries except Venezuela use a mixed funding system in which political parties receive public funds and raise private money to finance
their electoral campaigns and meet operating expenses. All but Venezuela have some
form of public financing, either direct (in cash or secured credits) or indirect (services,
tax benefits, media access, training) (Figure 7.2).
Activities eligible for public funding. Ten of the Latin American countries studied here provide
direct public funding for campaigns and operational expenses, whereas six countries
fund only electoral campaigns (Table 7.7). In the past few years, a proportion of public
funds have been allocated to support research and training activities by political parties
in Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, Mexico, Panama, and Peru.
Legal barriers. Twelve of the countries that provide direct public funding impose an eligibility requirement, such as obtaining a minimum percentage of votes or a minimum
level of parliamentary representation (Table 7.8).

Figure 7.2 Classification of Campaign Financing by Source and Use

Public funding

Direct
(monetary)
Indirect
(in kind)

Financing
(source)

Source

Limited
Private
(monetary or in kind)

Amount
Unlimited

Election campaigns

Financing
(use)

Regular party operations

Training and research
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Key Features of Campaign Finance Systems in Latin America

Country

Campaigns
and operations

Campaigns
only

Operations
only

Training and
research

Argentina

Yes

No

No

Yes

Bolivia

No

Yes

No

Yes

Brazil

Yes

No

No

Yes

Chile

No

Yes

No

No

Colombia

Yes

No

No

Yes

Costa Rica

Yes1

No

No

No

Dominican
Republic

Yes

No

No

No

Yes

No

No

No

El Salvador

No

Yes

No

No

Guatemala

Yes2

No

No

No2

Honduras

No

Yes

No

No

Mexico

Yes

No

No

Yes

Nicaragua

No

Yes

No

No

Panama

Yes

No

No

Yes

Paraguay

Yes

No

No

No

Peru

No

No

Yes

Yes

Uruguay

No

Yes

No

No

Venezuela

No

No

No

No

Ecuador

1

2

•

•

•

Although the legislation does not specifically authorize it, public funds can be used to cover organization
and election expenses.
The legislation does not earmark spending for specific objectives, so expenditures are discretionary.

Allocation criteria. Public funds are allocated to political parties (1) as a proportion of
votes received in nine countries, (2) in equal shares plus additional amounts in proportion to votes received in seven countries, and (3) in amounts proportional to votes
received and to the share of legislative seats in one country (Table 7.8). Currently, only
a few countries (Argentina, Chile, Colombia, Honduras, Mexico, and Panama) provide
public financing for political groups taking part for the first time in elections, and with
different conditions.
Prohibitions against contributions from certain sources. Most countries impose restrictions on
the origins of private contributions. The most common restrictions prohibit donations
by foreign governments, institutions, or individuals (thirteen countries), government
contractors (nine countries), and anonymous sources (nine countries). Bans on donations by particular social organizations—such as unions, associations, special interest
groups, religious groups—are less common (Table 7.9).
Ceilings on private contributions. Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, Costa Rica, Chile,
Ecuador, Guatemala, Mexico, Paraguay, and Peru have set upper limits on private contributions from individuals and, to a lesser degree, from firms and organizations.
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Table 7.7. Activities Eligible for Public Funding

Table 7.8. Direct Public Financing in Latin America:
Access Conditions and Allocation Criteria

Argentina

Bolivia

Brazil

Chile

Colombia

Costa Rica

Conditions for access to
financing and legal barriers

Allocation criteria

Officially recognized parties that have
Combined (equal
listed their national candidates receive
shares + in proportion
equal shares of that part of the
to votes won)
financing pool that is set aside for
equal distribution among all
eligible parties (30%).
The balance of the financing pool (70%)
is distributed, in proportion to votes
obtained, to parties that participated
in the most recent legislative election.
No threshold is required.
Parties must obtain a minimum of 3%
In proportion to votes
of all valid votes cast nationwide in the
won
preceding general elections (or municipal
elections).
For basic accreditation parties must be
Combined (equal
registered with the election oversight
shares + in proportion
body. To qualify for funding parties
to votes won)
must have won 5% of all valid votes
cast nationally and a minimum of
2% of votes cast in at least one-third
of the states.
Financing is made available to all
In proportion to votes
parties and candidates registered
won
with the election oversight body
(Servicio Electoral).
Candidates must be registered by a
In proportion to votes
party or movement that won at least
won
4% of the votes in the previous
election for the senate or the lower
house. The party or movement must
be endorsed by a number of citizen
signatures equivalent to 3% of the
total number of votes cast in the
previous presidential elections.
National parties must obtain at least
In proportion to votes
4% of the valid votes cast nationally.
won
Parties registered at the provincial
level must obtain at least 4% of the
votes cast in their respective provinces
or succeed in electing at least one deputy.

(continued)
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Country

Table 7.8. (continued)

Dominican Republic

Conditions for access to
financing and legal barriers

Peru

Parties must be legally established and
maintain this status by obtaining a
minimum of 2% of the valid votes in
the previous presidential election or
representation in the national assembly
or city council (Sala Capitular).
Parties must obtain a minimum of 4%
of the votes cast in national legislative
elections.
Parties must be legally incorporated
and register with election authorities.
No threshold.
Parties must obtain at least 4% of all
valid votes cast in the first round of
the presidential elections.
Parties must have obtained a
minimum of 10,000 votes in the
previous presidential, legislative, or
municipal elections.
Parties must obtain 2% of all valid
votes cast in elections for either the
lower house, senate, or presidency.
New parties must be legally registered.
Parties must obtain a minimum of 4%
of all valid votes cast.
Parties must obtain 4% of the valid
votes cast in either presidential,
legislative, or local elections.
Independent candidates need to
have received the number of votes
required of parties.
Parties must be legally registered,
organized, and in operation. They
must present accounts to the election
oversight body. No threshold.
Parties must be represented in congress.

Uruguay

No conditions.

Venezuela

No public financing for political
campaigns or party operations.

Ecuador

El Salvador

Guatemala

Honduras

Mexico

Nicaragua
Panama

Paraguay

Intraparty Democratic Processes and the Financing of Political Parties

Allocation criteria
In proportion to votes
won

Combined (equal shares
+ in proportion to votes
won)
In proportion to votes
won
In proportion to votes
won
In proportion to votes
won

Combined (equal shares
+ in proportion to votes
won)
In proportion to votes
won
Combined (equal shares
+ in proportion to votes
won)

Combined (by votes obtained and legislative
representation)
Combined (equal shares
+ in proportion to votes
won)
In proportion to votes
won
n.a.
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Country

Country

Foreign
entities

Social or
political
organizations

Corporations
and NGOs

Government
contractors

Anonymous

Argentina

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

1

Bolivia

Yes

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

Brazil

Yes

Yes

No

No

Yes

Chile

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

No4

Colombia

No

No

Yes

No

No2

No

No

No

No2

Costa Rica

Yes

3

Dominican
Republic

Yes

No

No

No

No

Yes

No

No

Yes

Yes

El Salvador

No

No

No

No

No

Guatemala

Yes3

No

No

No

Yes

Honduras

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

Yes

Mexico

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Ecuador

Nicaragua

No

No

No

Yes

Yes

Panama

No

No

No

No

No2

Paraguay

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

No2

Peru

Yes

No

No

No

No6

Uruguay

No

No

No

No

No

Venezuela

Yes

No

No

Yes

Yes

1

2

3
4
5
6

•

•

5

Donations from foreign, legally registered entities are allowed but only for technical assistance and training.
There is no explicit ban; however, regulations require parties and political movements to justify the source
of funds received, which in practice entails a prohibition.
Contributions are prohibited, except for donations designated for training and technical assistance.
There are limits on anonymous contributions, set in development units.
Not prohibited, but it is expected that foreign donations will be for training and technical assistance.
Not explicitly regulated. Nevertheless, support from unidentified donors directed toward campaign activities must not exceed 30 annual “UIT” tax units (= 106,000 sucres at 2006 rates).

Disbursement scheduling. The most common pattern of disbursement of public financing
(found in ten countries) is that some of the subsidy is provided before and some after
the elections. In four countries the entire reimbursement is provided after the elections;
only in Argentina is it provided in full before elections (Table 7.10).
Access to the media. Politics is communicated, more than ever before, through the mass
media, notably television. Political parties’ access to the electronic media in Latin
America can be viewed as a continuum (Griner and Zovatto, 2004). Brazil and Chile
provide parties free broadcast time during campaigns and, between elections, free time
for publicizing their policy positions. In Brazil, commercial campaign advertising is prohibited; instead, the parties receive daily airspace during the campaign. Chile prohibits
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Table 7.9. Prohibitions against Political Contributions

Country

Before
elections

After
elections

Before
and after
elections

Provisions
for new
political parties

Other
(ongoing
financing)

Argentina

Yes

No

No

Yes

Yes

Bolivia

No

No

Yes

No

No1

Brazil

No

No

No

No

Yes

Chile

No

No

Yes

Yes

No

Colombia

No

No

Yes

Yes

Yes

Costa Rica

No

Yes

No

No

No

Dominican
No

No

Yes

No

Yes

Ecuador

Republic

No

Yes

No

No

Yes

El Salvador

No

No

Yes

No

No

Guatemala

No

No

Yes 2

No

Yes

Honduras

No

No

Yes

Yes

No

Mexico

No

No

Yes

Yes

Yes

Nicaragua

No

Yes

No

No

No

Panama

No

No

Yes

Yes

Yes

Paraguay

No

Yes

No

No

Yes

Peru

No

No

No

No

Yes

Uruguay

No

No

Yes

No

No

Venezuela

No

No

No

No

No

1
2

In nonelection years parties receive funding for citizen education and program dissemination.
In Guatemala, the calculation and payment of public financing is done after the elections in four annual
installments; in practice, the last installment is paid during the subsequent electoral campaign.

paid commercials on broadcast television, where free airtime is made available, but
airtime can be purchased from radio stations, cable television, and the print media.
Elsewhere in the region one finds combinations of free airtime in public and private
media and options to purchase additional advertising. Thirteen of the region’s countries provide airtime to parties in the electronic media, particularly public television,
in most cases only during campaigns. Only Brazil, Colombia, Mexico, Panama, and
Peru provide continuous access to the media. Party access to the print media is broad
in most countries, although in some cases, such as Costa Rica, Bolivia, Ecuador, and
Nicaragua, there are restrictions. In all countries state media time slots have become
irrelevant because of their small audiences; in some places state media no longer exist.
Paid advertising makes up a very large, and rising, share of campaign spending.
Despite state-supported access to the media, most countries could do more to
ensure the equity of political competition and control campaign spending, a topic explored later in the chapter.
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Table 7.10. Timing of Disbursements of Direct Public Funds

Country

Supervisory agencies

Argentina
Bolivia
Brazil
Chile
Colombia
Costa Rica
Dominican Republic
Ecuador
El Salvador
Guatemala
Honduras
Mexico
Nicaragua
Panama
Paraguay
Peru
Uruguay
Venezuela

Federal judges with electoral jurisdiction
Election oversight body
Election oversight body
Election oversight body
Election oversight body
Election oversight body / Comptroller General’s Office
Election oversight body / Comptroller General’s Office
Election oversight body
Court of Accounts1
Election oversight body
Election oversight body
Election oversight body
Comptroller General’s Office / election oversight body2
Election oversight body / Comptroller General’s Office 3
Election oversight body
Election oversight body
None
Election oversight body

1
2

3

•

•

In practice, the court does not exercise its authority.
Contributes to the control efforts of the Office of the Special Prosecutor for Elections, under the national
Office of the Prosecutor General. Opened six months prior to elections, the office closes again once its
work is over.
The role of the Comptroller General’s Office concerns public funding.

Application of the law and control agencies. In all cases except Uruguay electoral legislation
specifies an entity responsible for the monitoring or oversight of political party and
election campaign funding (Table 7.11). In most cases, the organization responsible for
overseeing political party funding is the electoral management body.
Systems of sanction. Finally, most countries provide for a system of sanctions for violations
of laws and regulations governing electoral and party finances. The most common are
fines (fifteen countries), followed by administrative or other sanctions (nine countries),
which lead either to revocation of party registration or the suspension of public financing for parties that have broken the law. In seven countries, candidates are subject to
criminal sanctions; in six of these, donors, too, may face criminal sanctions.

Trends in Campaign Finance Reform
The mixed funding system is used in all countries with the exception of Venezuela, where
no public funding is provided. There is no clear trend in the region favoring either public or
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Table 7.11. Agencies Responsible for Enforcing
Campaign Finance Regulations

Limiting Private Contributions
Scandals involving corruption and the connections of political parties and their candidates
with money made through illicit activities, particularly drug trafficking, have led to limitations on or prohibitions against private contributions from certain sources or in amounts
above a certain level. Another reason for these measures is to avoid great disparities in
the financial resources of political parties and candidates and to limit the influence of very
wealthy donors.
Two main trends prevail in funding prohibitions. The first is increased efforts to prevent
donations from abroad (from foreign governments, institutions, or individuals), even if earmarked for instruction, training, or education. Experience suggests that allowing such contributions opens a dangerous loophole, hindering control over their actual use. The second
trend entails efforts to forbid contributions made anonymously, except for those obtained
through collections taken up in public.

Ensuring Equitable Media Access
Making access to the media, particularly television, more equitable is a topic of growing
importance, as noted earlier, because of the key role of media in electoral campaigns. Most
recent legislation provides for free access to the media, chiefly those run by the state. This
television or radio airtime is known as “antenna rights” or “antenna time.” Despite this
trend, most countries in the region still have a long way to go to counteract the inequitable
environment in which political forces compete. The sources of the imbalance can be traced
to the following factors:
•

•

Most countries combine free media access with the option to purchase additional airtime in the private media, which by and large is not closely regulated and is hard to
control.
Owners and administrators of the media frequently associate with powerful economic
and political groups. Commonly, even among the collectively owned media, those who
hold a controlling interest favor certain political groups, sometimes offering them better or longer time slots.
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private funding at the expense of the other, although the focus of the 1996 Mexican reform
stressing public funding has been emulated in proposals for electoral reform in Argentina,
Brazil, and Colombia. Venezuela, however, has gone against this trend by eliminating public
funding, while Chile and Peru reformed their systems so as to incorporate direct public
financing.
Two emerging trends in campaign spending are (1) to limit spending on political advertising and (2) to increase public outlays to strengthen, modernize, and train political
parties and politicians. Along these lines, electoral reforms in the region—some already
adopted, others proposed—have opened up a third window for public funding designed to
fortify the democratic political culture, and contribute to research and training for political
parties.

•

•

•
•

•

The small size of the audiences of state-funded television and radio stations oblige
even small parties to purchase airtime from private media concerns.
Swift changes in communications technology (e.g., satellite and cable television) are
giving rise to gaps in regulations designed to promote more equal media access among
political parties.
Even though regulations establish free time slots in many countries, very few provide
support for the production of advertising, an undertaking that normally requires large
sums of money.
The news may present biased treatment of certain parties or candidates.
Incumbent governments may use their easy access to state media to convey their
achievements and the outcomes of their policies, giving unfair advantages in electoral
campaigns.
Lack of legislation governing advertising rates makes it difficult to ensure that political
parties are not charged different rates for access.

Another incipient trend in the region is toward greater involvement of election oversight bodies in the monitoring and enforcement of provisions dealing with equitable media
access for political parties. At present, most of these bodies have insufficient capacity or
resources to effectively handle the issue of political advertising and the media. Perhaps the
greatest progress has been made in Mexico, where the powers of the broadcasting commission (Comisión de Radiodifusión) of the federal electoral institute were considerably broadened
by the 1996 electoral reforms. One of the commission’s chief responsibilities is to monitor,
but not enforce, the fairness of campaign broadcasting time slots and equal treatment in
newscasts, and to widely publish reports of its findings.

Improving Accountability and Transparency in the Use of Financial Resources
A few countries of the region require political parties to account for their use of public and
private resources. This trend is just getting started, however, and in most cases, the required
accounting is limited to the publication by parties of their financial statements in bulletins,
official gazettes and registers, which few citizens read. Publication in official dailies has little
impact on enforcement or control efforts, because it does not bring information on party
revenues and expenses to the vast majority of the population. New mechanisms are needed
to ensure that parties and candidates produce transparent information on their financial
activities, the manner in which their resources are administered, and the source and destination of the funds used to finance their activities.

Strengthening Enforcement Mechanisms and Law Enforcement Entities
Although oversight bodies in most countries have the legal authority to supervise and control the financial actions of political parties, their ability to carry out their responsibilities
is severely limited. There is a trend toward reinforcing their authority and their economic,
technical, and human capacities to audit the reports submitted by political parties, as
well as their powers to investigate the origin, management, and actual use of resources.
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•

Toughening Sanctions Systems
Despite extensive legislative changes, sanctions systems in most countries remain insufficient and ineffective (Griner and Zovatto, 2004). Among the main reasons for the low level
of application of sanctions, the most noteworthy are: (1) the institutional and technical
weaknesses of the agencies responsible for enforcement; (2) lack of independence from the
government and from political parties of some election oversight bodies and judicial institutions; and (3) corruption and bribery of officials in these institutions. Because of these
limitations, sanctions often have no practical effect on the amounts and origins of contributions or on the administration of financial resources by the parties.
To address these weaknesses, reforms have been adopted in several countries aimed at
toughening the sanctions and, at the same time, strengthening enforcement mechanisms
and institutions. For example, aside from fines (the traditional and still most common sanction), in some countries, illegal contributions have been classified as a criminal offense,
and new penalties have been introduced, such as disqualifying candidates for a specified
time (as in Honduras, Nicaragua, and Ecuador, among others). Other sanctions include
disqualification of election results and removal from office, as in Colombia and Ecuador.
Nine countries have enacted criminal sanctions against candidates or donors; of these,
four specifically require detention (Costa Rica, Mexico, Paraguay, and Venezuela). At the
other extreme, two countries fail to provide any sanction at all for violations of the law (El
Salvador and Guatemala).6
In short, if campaign finance regulations are to have some teeth, it seems clear that those
who violate campaign finance laws must face not just fines but the possibility of a prison
sentence. Most appropriate is a mixed strategy that offers both adequate incentives to parties
and candidates for voluntary compliance, and a strict system of penalties for violations.
6

Guatemala’s 2004 reform contemplates the introduction of administrative and criminal sanctions, but without a
clear definition of their application within the legal framework.
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Moreover, in some countries other types of control agencies have been involved, such as
the comptroller (as in El Salvador), or a combination of both election oversight bodies and
comptroller’s offices, as in Costa Rica, Nicaragua, the Dominican Republic, and Panama.
The chief measures adopted in recent years to strengthen control mechanisms have
been (1) to make the supervision of political parties an ongoing rather than a temporary
activity; (2) to regulate the duty of political parties to submit reports on their revenues and
expenditures; (3) to establish the obligation to conduct bona fide audits to verify and supervise financial resources, with all the technical rigor that this requires; (4) to require standardized procedures and the regular submission of reports; (5) to make audits a constant
practice as a means of preventive intervention; (6) to call for the widespread dissemination
of the results of audits as well as of reports submitted by political parties (preferably before
elections); (7) to improve the quality and clarity of donor records; (8) to establish ethics
control councils within political parties; (9) to require that resources pass through the financial system rather than through cash transactions; and (10) to establish the position of sole
financial executive as the single authority over the management of party funds.

1. The revenues and expenses of political parties and their campaigns shall be
transparent and available to the public.
2. A reasonable amount of public financing shall be made available to parties.
This financing shall be devoted to promoting greater equity in political contests, lessening the economic dependence of political parties on economic
groups, and strengthening the political party system and political culture.
3. To prevent privileged groups from wielding undue influence over elected
governments, it is essential to lower the demand for campaign money by
controlling the factors that have driven up campaign spending.
4. No foreign contributions shall be allowed.
5. No anonymous contributions shall be allowed.
6. No contributions shall be made from sources linked to organized crime or
other illicit activities.
7. Equitable access to the public as well as private media shall be guaranteed,
particularly with regard to television.
8. Regulations shall avoid violations of the freedom of expression.
9. Competent, efficient authorities shall enforce these regulations.
10. Violators shall be punished.
Source: de la Calle (2001).

If the requirements to observe political finance rules are minimal, the laws become insignificant; but if they are too strictly enforced, the system could become subject to excess
rigidity. So regulatory enforcement must be calculated and properly balanced to avoid either
the overregulation or criminalization of politics. “Given the institutional weaknesses prevalent
in the region, the drive to penalize can lead to a debasement of the law, and in this regard
reform efforts in this field should always be undertaken prudently” (de la Calle, 2003).
Key guidelines for reform in this difficult area of political finance are spelled out in
Box 7.1.

Conclusions
After years at the bottom of the region’s reform agenda, the internal democratization of
political parties and the reform of systems for financing political parties and electoral campaigns emerged to command significant attention. Despite substantial progress on both
fronts, however, much remains to be done to strengthen the credibility of political parties
and the fairness of electoral competition in the region.
The internal democratization of political parties has proceeded gradually and unevenly.
Although slow, the reforms appear to be headed in the right direction and hold the potential
to strengthen the quality of democratic political representation. The issue attained promi-

208

Democracies in Development

Copyright © by the Inter-American Development Bank. All rights reserved.
For more information visit our website: www.iadb.org/pub

Box 7.1. The Ten Commandments of Campaign Finance
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nence in some cases in response to growing social demands for broader participation in
political parties and more transparency in their activities. In other cases, democratization
has emerged as a strategy by political parties to build coalitions or rejuvenate their bases
of electoral support. Before this process got underway, most countries had very closed political parties, usually organized around exclusive forms of leadership, such as caudillos, or
traditional leaders.
After a series of reforms across the region in recent years, internal elections for the
nomination of presidential candidates are now regulated by law in 11 of the 18 countries examined here (Argentina, Bolivia, Colombia, Costa Rica, the Dominican Republic, Honduras,
Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Uruguay, and Venezuela). In four countries (Chile, El Salvador,
Mexico, and Nicaragua), primaries are not regulated, but political parties have occasionally
used them in different forms on some occasions. In Brazil, Ecuador, and Guatemala, primaries are neither regulated nor widely used.
Progress in democratizing has been slower in respect to the election of party officials
than in respect to the nomination of candidates for elected public office. This situation
appears to be rooted in the resistance of traditional leadership structures to change, and
in the ongoing tendency to treat political parties in some circumstances as purely private
entities.
Comparative analysis suggests a growing consensus in Latin America on the benefits
of using primary elections for selecting presidential candidates. Even from the narrow vantage point of party electoral strategies, primaries appear valuable in strengthening public
backing for candidates in the general election. More importantly for democracy as a whole,
primaries enhance the legitimacy of those elected to the presidency, broaden the circle of
potential party leaders, and provide voters with a greater range of choices, hopefully leading
to the selection of more competent and responsive leaders.
However, practical experience shows that primaries can also produce negative effects.
A clear example has been the loss of parties’ organizational autonomy in open primaries.
In some cases (e.g., Argentina in 1995) supporters of one party have voted en masse in
another’s primary in order to produce an outcome they deemed favorable to their party. In
other cases, governments have interfered in the internal operations of opposing parties for
their own benefit (as occurred in the Dominican Republic). In some situations, party primaries have reinforced the power of existing party elites and the maintenance of the status quo
(in Bolivia, the Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Honduras, Paraguay, and Uruguay). In others,
they have undermined citizen confidence in the party, due to allegations of fraud (e.g., the
FMLN in El Salvador in 2003) or corruption and fraudulent financial management of party
primaries, all of which can exact high costs for parties (as in Bolivia).
When the candidates chosen by grassroots constituencies are not the national leaders
of the party, conflicts have sometimes arisen between the bureaucratic and electoral faces
of the party, especially when the leaders are not accustomed to sharing power and see
themselves playing second fiddle to the party’s candidate. If the primary elections result
in greater party fragmentation, the candidate elected president may have difficulty dealing
with party leaders and legislative representatives (as occurred in Paraguay). When primaries
lead to party fragmentation the electoral process can become more personalistic and open
to outsiders who use the party purely as a vehicle to get elected (Freidenberg, 2005).
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Primary election processes have also led party leaders to confuse the preferences and
demands of party loyalists with those of the broader electorate. Because successful candidates may place the values of the general electorate (at least those values that polling
results attribute to the general electorate) above the values of party loyalists, conflicts may
arise between popular candidates and those more respectful of party ideology. In order to
capture the maximum number of votes, catch-all strategies have been employed, which
generate a reluctance in candidates to take well-defined ideological stands.
The relationship between internal democracy and success at the polls is problematic.
Primaries have been no guarantee of ultimate electoral success. Party primaries tend to
enjoy lower rates of participation than general elections; they are less competitive; and according to one account, more likely to result in the selection of unsuccessful presidential
candidates (Colomer, 2002: 119). Disciplined, highly centralized, highly cohesive parties
tend to prevail in general elections. If parties’ main purpose is to win elections, the belief
that primaries do not help them do this discourages their use.
This is a central challenge, given citizens’ marked indifference to and profound mistrust of political parties across much of the region (see Chapter 10). The current high level
of popular disenchantment with politics may be alleviated to the extent that people see
politicians and the party itself as necessary for the country to function. The solution may
lie in part in professionalizing parties and strengthening the institutions that oversee their
activities. If they are to function better, parties must be more open to society at large, which
means responding to the demands of citizens as well as stimulating the participation of a
broader segment of the electorate. But at the same time parties must protect their organizations against external interference. The internal democratization of political parties is one
means of promoting the objective of enhancing the representativeness of parties, but it is
not a panacea.
Electoral reforms during the past two decades have brought important advances in the
financing of politics in the region. Nevertheless, progress has not been even across countries, and there remains much to do. Financing issues are dynamic and constantly changing, so it is likely that a series of legal reforms tailored to the specific needs and context
of each country is required. It is not surprising that in Germany, where the issue has been
addressed repeatedly over the past 40 years, political financing laws have been dubbed an
area of “interminable legislation.”
A comparative survey of the region reveals that, with the passage of legislation in 2003
for direct public financing in Peru and Chile, a regional trend toward indirect and direct
state financing was consolidated—to the point that now only Venezuela lacks any form of
such funding. A mixed system of public and private financing prevails in the region, with
a tendency toward public financing and an inclination to strengthen the legal limits on
private contributions. These formal features contrast, however, with the widespread perception that in most Latin American countries private contributions, whose true totals are
unknown, greatly exceed the amounts of public funds going to electoral campaigns. That
assumption is bolstered by frequent scandals involving corruption, illegal financing, and
drug money.
Several factors—among them inadequate regulation, inefficient enforcement, ineffective systems of sanctions, and political practices prone to abuse—have come together to

•
•
•
•
•
•

Reducing the influence of money by diminishing its impact and controlling the factors
that contribute to the rapid rise of campaign spending.
Promoting fairer conditions for electoral competition.
Making wiser use of public money by investing in activities that are more productive for
democracy and that strengthen political parties.
Promoting greater transparency and improved accountability in relation to both the
source and use of public and private funds.
Strengthening national bodies charged with electoral control and oversight, and the
independence, efficacy, and professional performance of enforcement agencies.
Increasing the severity of existing sanctions.

The issues examined in this chapter lead us to two main conclusions. First, financing for
political parties and electoral campaigns is a complex, controversial, and unresolved issue,
for which there are no panaceas or magic formulas. Improvements will require a sequence
of steps and a variety of approaches rather than broad and ambitious reform initiatives. This
is a subject that at bottom is a political rather than a technical matter, but one essential to
the quality and healthy functioning of democracy.
Secondly, the establishment of an equitable, transparent and well-enforced system of
financing must correspond to the general and specific objectives being pursued, as well as
the particular needs and circumstances of each country. Moreover, it must be comprehensive and well coordinated, a product of an effective legal framework, efficient enforcement
institutions, and a vigilant civil society and mass media. However, in most Latin American
countries today, legal compliance is poor, transparency is low, enforcement and oversight
institutions are weak, and systems of sanctions are ineffective. Thus, legislative and regulatory reforms will not be sufficient. As de la Calle (2001, 2003) has argued, the cultural context needs to be addressed and efforts to educate the general public are required.
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make public funding a supplement to private funding rather than a replacement for it. Its
impact has been limited, though that impact varies from country to country.
A movement to rein in campaign spending by capping contributions and shortening
the campaign period has had mixed results across the region. At the same time, public
resources devoted to the financing of politics have been redirected in some cases toward
strengthening political parties through support for research and training activities.
While some issues have been dealt with adequately, others—notably more equitable
media access—are weakly or scarcely regulated. Fairer access to television, in particular,
is one of the greatest deficiencies in the political finance systems of most countries of the
region.
Transparency levels continue to be low, notwithstanding reforms aimed at strengthening accountability and improving public disclosure of financial statements. In this area, the
media and civil society are playing a growing and positive role.
Despite some progress, most recent reforms have failed to strengthen relevant enforcement agencies or the system of sanctions applied to violations. This vacuum constitutes the
Achilles’ heel of the financing systems of many countries in the region.
In short, the region has made uneven progress toward the following six objectives:
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The current period demands a new convergence between action and ethics, and between ethics and politics. Strengthening the health and quality of the region’s democracy
is a strategic objective that requires democratization within political parties. This is where
political financing plays a decisive role.
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Country
and party
abbreviation

Full name of party

English translation

Argentina
FREPASO
PJ
UCR
IU

Frente País Solidario
Partido Justicialista
Unión Cívica Radical
Izquierda Unida

Country Solidarity Front
Justicialista (Peronist) Party
Radical Civic Union
United Left

Alianza Democrática Nacionalista
Movimiento de Izquierda
Revolucionaria
Movimiento Nacionalista
Revolucionario
Unión Cívica Solidaridad

Nationalist Democratic Alliance
Revolutionary Left
Movement
Nationalist Revolution
Movement
Civic Solidarity Union

Partido Democrático Trabalhista
Partido Movimento Democrático
Brasileiro
Partido de Social Democracia
Brasileira
Partido dos Trabalhadores
Partido de Frente Liberal

Democratic Workers Party
Brazilian Democratic Movement

Bolivia
ADN
MIR
MNR
UCS
Brazil
PDT
PMDB
PSDB
PT
PFL
Chile
PDC

Brazilian Social Democratic Party
Workers Party
Liberal Front
Christian Democratic Party

PPD
PS
RN
UDI

Partido de la Democracia
Cristiana
Partido por la Democracia
Partido Socialista
Renovación Nacional
Unión Demócrata Independiente

Colombia
PC
PL

Partido Conservador
Partido Liberal

Conservative Party
Liberal Party

Costa Rica
PLN
PUSC

Partido de Liberación Nacional
Partido Unidad Social Cristiana

National Liberation Party
Social Christian Unity Party

Dominican
Republic
PLD
PRD
PRSC

Partido de la Liberación Dominicana
Partido Revolucionario Dominicano
Partido Reformista Social Cristiano

Dominican Liberation Party
Dominican Revolutionary Party
Social Christian Reform Party

Ecuador
DP
ID

Democracia Popular
Izquierda Democrática

Popular Democracy
Democratic Left

Party for Democracy
Socialist Party
National Renewal
Independent Democrat Union

(continued)
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Appendix 7.1. Political Parties in Latin America

Country
and party
abbreviation

Full name of party

English translation

PRE

Partido Roldosista Ecuatoriano

PSC

Partido Social Cristiano

Ecuadorian Roldosista
Movement
Social Christian Union

Alianza Republicana Nacional
Frente Farabundo Martí para
la Liberación Nacional

Nationalist Republican Alliance
Farabundo Martí Front for
National Liberation

Guatemala
FRG
PAN

Frente Republicano Guatemalteco
Partido de Avanzada Nacional

Guatemalan Republican Front
National Advancement Party

Honduras
PL
PN

Partido Liberal de Honduras
Partido Nacional de Honduras

Liberal Party of Honduras
National Party of Honduras

Mexico
PAN
PRI
PRD

Partido Acción Nacional
Partido Revolucionario Institucional
Partido de la Revolución Democrática

National Action Party
Institutional Revolutionary Party
Democratic Revolution Party

PLC

Frente Sandinista de Liberación
Nacional
Partido Liberal Constitucionalista

Sandinista Front for National
Liberation
Liberal Constitutionalist Party

Paraguay
ANR
PEN
PLRA

Asociación Nacional Republicana
Partido Encuentro Nacional
Partido Liberal Radical Auténtico

National Republican Association
National Meeting Party
Authentic Radical Liberal Party

PRD

Partido Arnulfista
Partido Democrático Cristiano
(or Partido Popular)
Partido Revolucionario Democrático

Arnulfista Party
Christian Democratic Party
(or People’s Party)
Democratic Revolutionary Party

Peru
PAP

Partido Aprista Peruano

Peruvian Aprista Party

Uruguay
FA
PC
PN

Frente Amplio
Partido Colorado
Partido Nacional

Broad Front
Colorado Party
National Party

Venezuela
AD
COPEI

Acción Democrática
Comité de Org. Político Electoral

Democratic Action
Political Electoral Organizing
Committee (Christian Democrat)

El Salvador
ARENA
FMLN

Nicaragua
FSLN

Panama
PA
PDC

(continued)
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Appendix 7.1. Political Parties in Latin America

Country
and party
abbreviation

Full name of party

English translation

MAS
MVR
PPT
PV

Movimiento al Socialismo
Movimiento V República
Patria Para Todos
Proyecto Venezuela

Movement toward Socialism
Fifth Republic Movement
Fatherland for All
Project Venezuela

Note: This table presents the names of some of the principal political parties referred to in Tables 6.2 and
7.3.
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8

Direct Democracy
Institutions

Since 1978 a growing number of Latin America’s representative democracies have adopted
mechanisms for direct citizen participation in decision making. Often referred to as institutions of direct democracy, these mechanisms are a means of political participation through
direct and universal suffrage.1 Their aim is to involve citizens directly in the decision-making
process rather than having elected representatives make all of their decisions for them.
As an ideal, direct democracy certainly has appeal, but do such mechanisms function
well in practice? History shows that in early Greece—specifically Athens—and in some
medieval urban communes, experiments in direct democracy were short-lived and incomplete, and that any concrete achievements in terms of “pure” democracy were rather limited.
However, experiences in Liechtenstein, Italy, the United States (at the subnational level),
and especially Switzerland demonstrate the potential of direct democracy as a mechanism
for giving expression to the popular will (Thibaut, 1998; Bogdanor, 1994). Popular consultations have become increasingly common across Europe, with such mechanisms having
been introduced recently in several German states and used for ratification of the European
integration process in Denmark, France, Ireland, Norway, and Sweden (Dalton, Bürklin, and
Drummond, 2001). Examinations of experiences in Europe and the United States, however,
do not necessarily provide insights into how similar institutions operate in Latin America.
Given the region’s generally low levels of public trust in legislative bodies and political parties (see Chapter 10), some segments of the electorate view direct democracy
mechanisms as valid options for improving the quality and depth of political representation, boosting participation, and strengthening the legitimacy of democratic institutions
(Barczak, 2001). As a result, a debate has opened in the region with respect to the potential
1

Given this book’s focus on political institutions at the national level, in this chapter analysis of direct democracy
mechanisms will also be limited to that level.
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CHAPTER

Types of Institutions
Several types of direct democracy institutions are in use in Latin America, and there are
several ways to describe them. National constitutions often refer to similar institutions
using different terminology. Some of the most common terms include popular legislative
initiative (iniciativa popular legislativa); referendum, plebiscite, or the more direct translation,
“popular consultation” (consulta popular); recall (revocatoria de mandato); and open town meeting
(cabildo abierto). As a result of the variations in usage, it is not possible to arrive at a common
terminology for the purpose of cross-country comparison that is faithful to the diverse set
of concepts currently in use throughout the region.
This chapter classifies mechanisms of direct democracy into three types: popular consultations (by far the most commonly used term), popular legislative initiatives, and recall votes. Given
that these mechanisms are interconnected (for instance, a legislative initiative can lead to
a popular consultation), the classification is somewhat loose and is intended merely to enhance the clarity of the description of the various mechanisms in the region.

Popular Consultations
Popular consultations encompass both plebiscites and referendums. Although some
experts distinguish between the two (the first being a direct vote of the people on important
political matters and the second a direct popular vote on the approval of laws or constitutional texts), we will use the term popular consultation to refer to both. In general, popular
consultations refer to votes by citizens to decide or express opinions on constitutional matters or legislative issues of national importance.
The second mechanism, popular legislative initiative, expresses the citizens’ right to
introduce bills to make partial or complete reforms to laws or the constitution. The third
mechanism, the recall vote, gives citizens the power to vote to remove an elected official
from office.
A more comprehensive classification of the various mechanisms of direct democracy
takes into consideration their area of application and origin (Figure 8.1). Such a classifica2

See Thibaut (1998), Barczak (2001), and Dalton, Bürklin, and Drummond (2001) for discussions of different perspectives on the potential advantages and disadvantages of direct democracy.
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benefits and risks of these institutions. Critics suggest that direct democracy mechanisms
may undermine institutions of representative democracy, and that they may be used by
an authoritarian-minded president to circumvent and thereby weaken the legislature and
political parties.2 Defenders of such mechanisms contend, however, that institutions of
direct democracy can enhance the legitimacy of the political process and lead to greater
social integration. In addition, they point out that there is not necessarily a contradiction
between direct democracy and representative democracy. There is no reason, they argue,
why institutions of direct democracy cannot complement, rather than supplant or weaken,
representative democracy.

Figure 8.1. Classiﬁcation of Direct Democracy Mechanisms
Always from the
bottom up

Recall

Area of
application
Substantive

Popular Legislative
Initiative

Always from the
bottom up

Popular
Consultation

{

{

Constitutional
Legislative

Constitutional issues
Legal issues
Issues of national interest

From the
bottom up

From above
Optional

Compulsory

Always optional
Predetermined
situations

Binding or
nonbinding

Predetermined
issues

Binding or
nonbinding

Always binding

Executive

Congress

Both

tion differentiates between mechanisms targeted at individual elected officials and those
with a substantive, lawmaking purpose, as well as distinguishing among mechanisms that
are triggered from the bottom up, from the top down, or as a result of a specific institutional
requirement (Thibaut, 1998).
Popular consultation may be either compulsory or optional. Compulsory mechanisms
can be subdivided into two categories: (1) consultations called for in relation to predetermined issues specifically set out in the constitution, and (2) consultations established for
predetermined situations, which are set in motion only when a predefined circumstance
arises, such as a dispute between the executive branch and congress that cannot be resolved within the framework of the representative system (Thibaut, 1998).
Compulsory popular consultations on predetermined issues are provided for in El
Salvador, Panama, and Guatemala. These mechanisms require that certain decisions affecting national sovereignty be put to popular vote. In El Salvador, consultations are convoked
to make decisions regarding the political unification of Central American countries; in
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Panama, for deciding the future of the Panama Canal; and in Guatemala, for establishing
laws related to the border dispute with Belize.
The Chilean and Peruvian constitutions mandate compulsory popular consultations in
predetermined situations. Peru requires that constitutional reforms backed by an absolute
majority in congress, but lacking the two-thirds majority required for enactment, be put to
popular vote. Constitutional reforms are put to popular vote in Chile only if the executive
branch and the legislature cannot reach an agreement.
Optional popular consultation mechanisms may be divided into two additional categories, according to whether (1) the call for a popular vote is imposed from the top down (that
is, where the branches of government have the exclusive right to implement the mechanism), or (2) the initiative for the consultation comes from the bottom up, that is, from the
citizenry itself. Popular consultations coming from the top down may originate from either
the executive or legislative branch, or from the two acting together. Popular consultations
driven from the bottom up result from citizens’ initiatives that must pass some type of
threshold for the process to advance, such as obtaining the signatures of a minimum percentage or number of registered voters or citizens.
Optional popular consultations have been legislated in at least 16 countries in the
region. In Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, Nicaragua, Panama, and Paraguay, the initiative lies chiefly or exclusively with the legislature. In Guatemala, both citizens (or registered
voters) and the legislature have the power to initiate a consultation. In Chile, Costa Rica,
Honduras, Peru, Uruguay, and Venezuela the process may be initiated by the executive
branch, the legislative branch, or by the citizenry. In El Salvador, only the executive branch
has the authority to propose a referendum to call a constitutional convention. In Ecuador,
both the executive branch and the citizenry have the authority to initiate a consultation.
The results of popular consultations may be binding or nonbinding, and if they are
binding, they may or may not require a quorum. In Latin America, the results of popular
consultations carried out to ratify constitutional reforms are in all cases binding. In only
a few countries is a minimum level of participation necessary for the approval of binding
consultations. These countries include Colombia, which requires that at least 25 percent of
registered voters participate; Uruguay, which requires at least 35 percent of registered voters; Honduras, which requires a minimum of 51 percent of registered voters; and Costa Rica,
which requires a minimum of 40 percent of registered voters.
In Colombia, Ecuador, Uruguay, and Venezuela, the results of popular consultations
called to ratify laws are binding. In Nicaragua, results are binding for popular consultations proposed by at least 60 percent of the members of congress. In Argentina, congress
determines whether the results of a given popular consultation will be binding. However,
the results of popular consultations initiated by the president are always nonbinding, as are
the results of those initiated by congress in cases where legislation has not been passed
calling for the vote. In Colombia, the results of popular consultations are binding when the
process is initiated by the president and approved by congress. In Costa Rica, the results
are binding when a minimum of 30 percent of registered voters participate. Results are also
binding in Bolivia under the 2004 referendum law, which stipulates that the outcomes of
popular consultations must be put into effect immediately.

Popular Legislative Initiatives
Popular legislative initiatives are mandated in the constitutions of 13 of the region’s countries. Except in Uruguay, however, their use has been limited. This mechanism is usually ad
parlamentum, meaning that proposals presented through citizen-driven initiatives are sent
for deliberation to the legislature, which then reaches a decision without consulting with
the electorate. However, a few countries provide for legislative initiatives that result in a
popular vote to decide the matter, without consideration by the legislature. For example, in
Uruguay constitutional reforms or other legal initiatives originating from at least 10 percent
of the electorate must be put to a popular consultation. In Colombia, when a bill introduced
by popular initiative has been rejected by congress, it must be put to a vote in a “referendum
of approval” if 10 percent of the registered voters so request.

Recalls
Recall votes are limited in most cases to the subnational level, but in Colombia, Ecuador,
Panama, and Venezuela they can be held at the national level. In Venezuela, this option
has been established for the offices of all popularly elected national officials, including the
president. In fact, Venezuela is the only country in which the mechanism has been applied,
when a vote was held in August 2004 on whether the mandate of President Hugo Chávez
should be revoked. The measure did not succeed. Nevertheless, at the subnational level,
recall votes have been introduced and applied in numerous countries, including Argentina,
Ecuador, Peru, Bolivia, and Colombia.
Table 8.1 classifies countries into three groups, according to whether the various direct
democracy mechanisms have been incorporated into the constitution and whether they
have been used in practice. In the first group of 11 countries (dark shading), at least one of
the mechanisms exists and at least one has been applied. The five countries in the second
group (light shading) have some type of direct democracy mechanism in the constitution,
but it has not yet been applied. Finally, in the third group of two countries (no shading), no
provision is made at the national level for these types of mechanisms.
In the early 1990s, direct democracy mechanisms proliferated throughout Latin
America. This trend reflected a popular desire to broaden public participation to remedy
serious problems of representation and combat pervasive corruption in the political system.
As a consequence of constitutional reforms in the 1980s and particularly the 1990s, 16 of the
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In many countries the list of issues that may be submitted to popular consultation is
restricted, while in others there are no stated limits. For example, in Bolivia, Colombia,
Costa Rica, Peru, Paraguay, Uruguay, and Venezuela, certain issues are excluded by law. In
other cases, such as Ecuador, Honduras, Guatemala, and Colombia, the issues that qualify
are specified. In contrast, in countries such as Argentina, Brazil, and Nicaragua, there are
no restrictions on the types of issues that may be submitted for consideration. Finally, only
in Colombia and Uruguay may popular consultations be used to abrogate as well as ratify
laws. Nevertheless, in both of these countries certain types of legislation (such as tax policy)
may not be put to popular consultation.

Table 8.1. Direct Democracy Mechanisms at the National
Level in Latin America
Plebiscite/
referendum
Exists

Used

Recall

Country

Exists

Used

Exists

Used

Argentina

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

No

No

Bolivia

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

No

No

Brazil

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

No

No

Chile

No

No

Yes

Yes

No

No

Colombia

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

Ecuador

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

No

No

Guatemala

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

No

No

Panama

No

No

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

Peru

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

No

No

Uruguay

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

No

Venezuela

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Costa Rica

Yes

No

Yes

No

No

No

El Salvador

No

No

Yes

No

No

No

Honduras

No

No

Yes

No

No

No

Nicaragua

Yes

No

Yes

No

No

No

Paraguay

Yes

No

Yes

No

No

No

Mexico

No

No

No

No

No

No

Dominican

No

No

No

No

No

No

Republic
Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: The darker shading indicates countries in which direct democracy mechanisms both are in place and
have been used. The lighter shading indicates those in which such mechanisms are in place but have not
yet been used. Absence of shading indicates those in which such mechanisms are not in place.

18 countries in our study now provide for direct democracy in their national constitutions.
(The exceptions are Mexico and the Dominican Republic.) Nevertheless, only Uruguay and,
to a lesser extent, Ecuador have made frequent use of these mechanisms. Despite the wide
variety of direct democracy mechanisms provided for in its 1991 constitution, Colombia has
formally used only one of them (and only once) at the national level.3 In 5 of the 16 countries where such mechanisms are in the constitution—Costa Rica, El Salvador, Honduras,
Nicaragua, and Paraguay—they have never been used.
Every new constitution adopted in Latin America during the 1980s and 1990s included
direct democracy mechanisms. The reasons behind their introduction varied throughout
3

The 1990 popular consultation that led to the drafting of the 1991 constitution did not follow formal constitutional procedures.
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Popular legislative
initiative

Use of Direct Democracy Institutions
Between 1978 and 2005, 35 popular consultations were held in 11 countries (Table 8.2).
Significantly, five were held in authoritarian regimes: in Panama in 1983, Uruguay in 1980,
and Chile in 1980, 1988, and 1989. In Panama, the plebiscite approved in 1983 was aimed
at reforming the constitution to strengthen the authoritarian regime of General Manuel
Antonio Noriega. The results of the 1980 plebiscite in Uruguay were unfavorable to the military and thus opened the way to four years of negotiations culminating in the reinstatement
of democracy. In contrast, the authoritarian regime of General Augusto Pinochet prevailed
in Chile in 1980 and imposed a new constitution. However, the results of the 1988 consultation, which the 1980 constitution had envisioned as a means of endorsing Pinochet’s
continued rule, proved unfavorable. The purpose of the 1989 popular consultation was to
modify the constitution in such a way as to promote the withdrawal of Pinochet from power
and facilitate the democratic transition.
The remaining 30 cases involved a great variety of issues and outcomes. The popular
consultations held in Argentina in 1984, Colombia in 1990 and 1997, and Ecuador in 1986
and 1997 (the consultas-encuestas, or consultation surveys) were not binding. The 1997 vote
in Ecuador led to the creation of a constituent assembly, which subsequently incorporated
into its proposed constitutional reform a good portion of what had been approved in the
popular consultation.
The other cases of popular consultation were binding. Of these, eighteen were held to
approve or reject constitutional reforms: seven in Uruguay, with four rejected and three approved; two in Chile, both approved; one in Brazil, which was rejected; three in Panama, with
one approved and two rejected; two in Guatemala, with one approved and one rejected; and
one each in Ecuador, Peru, and Venezuela, all approved. Three of the popular consultations,
all in Uruguay, were aimed at overturning legislation. The popular consultation in Colombia
in 1990 served simultaneously to create and legitimize the constituent assembly. The same
procedure was followed in Venezuela in April 1999. In December 2000, President Chávez’s government called another referendum to test support for holding labor union elections within a
180-day period. However, convoking a referendum on this issue conflicted with International
Labour Organization regulations. Citizens subsequently responded to a request by labor
unions to boycott the vote, and the initiative was rejected, with a turnout of only 20 percent.
The referendum held in Colombia in 2003 submitted to the voters a series of 15 government reform proposals covering a wide range of issues, including reducing the number of
congressional seats; narrowing the grounds for dismissal from office; prohibiting the use
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the region, but two conditions were important in several of the cases. The first was the rise
in influence of “outsider” political interests, including neopopulist presidents or previously
excluded parties that came to dominate constituent assemblies. The second was strong
popular pressure to democratize political institutions dominated by traditional political
interests (Barczak, 2001). The fact that direct democracy mechanisms sprang from very specific conditions may account for the infrequency of their subsequent use and their relatively
small effect on democratic representation and legitimacy.

Country

Date

Mechanism

Argentina

Nov.
1984

Popular
consultation

Bolivia

Jul.
2004

Brazil

Issue

Outcome

Effect

The Beagle Channel
decision.

Approved

Legitimizing, nonbinding. Support for
the administration
of President Raúl
Alfonsín, author of
the proposal.

Referendum

Consultation on
national energy
policy.

Approved

The result allowed
a change in the
rules for entering
into contracts with
international oil
companies. Binding.

April
1993

Plebiscite

Monarchy vs.
republic.

Rejected

Endorsement of the
prevailing republican
form of government.
Binding.

Brazil

April
1993

Plebiscite

Parliamentarism vs.
presidentialism.

Rejected

Endorsement of the
prevailing presidential
system.

Chile

Sep.
1980

Plebiscite

New constitution
establishing the
new regime.

Approved

New constitution and
electoral system.

Chile

Oct.
1988

Plebiscite

In accordance
with the 1980
constitution, a vote
on whether to
extend Pinochet’s
rule.

Rejected

A rejection of the
military government’s
proposal, put to
direct popular vote as
anticipated in 1980.
This subsequently
allowed the
acceleration of the
democratization
process.

Chile

Jun.
1989

Plebiscite

Constitutional
reform.

Approved

Confirmation of
negotiations on the
democratic transition.

Colombia

Mar.
1990

Informal
popular
consultation

Possibility of
reforming the
constitution by
extra-congressional
means. Direct
popular vote
advanced by “7th
ballot” students.

Affirmative

Because of this
consultation, a
constituent assembly
was convened and
its members were
elected in December
1990.
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Table 8.2. Applications of Direct Democracy Mechanisms from 1978 to 2005

Country

Date

Mechanism

Issue

Outcome

Effect

Colombia

Oct.
1997

Popular
consultation

Support for
pacification.

Approved

Irrelevant. An attempt
by the president to
legitimize the peace
process.

Colombia

Oct.
2003

Referendum

Consultation on 15
proposals submitted
by President Uribe
to popular vote,
including reducing
the number of
congressional seats
and imposing
new restrictions
on candidates for
public office.

All but
one
rejected

Failure of the
majority of President
Uribe’s proposals to
be approved.

Ecuador

Jan.
1978

Plebiscite

Constitution.

Approved

Endorsement of
the transition to
democracy.

Ecuador

Jun.
1986

Popular
consultation

Whether to
allow candidacies
independent of the
political parties.

Approved

Irrelevant,
nonbinding.

Ecuador

Aug.
1994

Survey
consultation
with seven
questions1

To strengthen the
legitimacy of the
president.

Approved
except for
a question
on the
congressional
budget

Nonbinding. Display
of support for
President Sixto Durán,
who initiated the
process. Items not
implemented.

Ecuador

Nov.
1995

Survey
consultation

Authority of the
All points
president to dissolve rejected
congress one time
during his or her
term of office;
also, changing the
term of provincial
legislators from two
to four years.

Nonbinding. Became
a plebiscite to oppose
the administration of
President Sixto Durán,
who initiated the
process.

(continued)
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Table 8.2. (continued)

Country

Date

Mechanism

Ecuador

May
1997

Survey
consultation
with 11
questions

Guatemala Jan.
1994

Issue

Outcome

Effect

Support for removal
from office of
President Abdalá
Bucarám and his
replacement by
Fabián Alarcón.

Approved

Endorsed the
removal of the
president and the
confirmation of his
replacement. Because
of the consultation,
a constitutional
convention was
convened, which
approved a new
constitution
containing some of
the measures put to
popular consultation.

Referendum

Constitutional
reform.

Approved

Approval of
constitutional
reforms necessitated
by the institutional
adjustments made
in the wake of the
unsuccessful self-coup
of President Jorge
Serrano.

Guatemala May
1999

Referendum

Constitutional
reforms made to
implement peace
accords.

Rejected

Became primarily a
demonstration of
hostility toward the
government instead
of focusing on the
constitutional issue
under consideration.

Panama

April
1983

Referendum

Constitutional
reform.

Approved

Strengthened the
authoritarian regime
of President Noriega.

Panama

Nov.
1992

Referendum

58-point
constitutional
reform.

Rejected

Attempted
endorsement of
reforms introduced
by the democratic
regime.

Panama

Aug.
1998

Plebiscite

Rejected
Constitutional
reform, immediate
presidential
reelection, and
other points.

President Pérez
Balladares’ reelection
was not allowed.

(continued)
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Table 8.2. (continued)

Table 8.2. (continued)
Date

Mechanism

Issue

Outcome

Peru

Oct.
1993

Uruguay

Effect

Plebiscite

New constitution.

Approved

Nov.
1980

Plebiscite

Rejected
New constitution
proposed by the military government.

Uruguay

April
1989

Referendum

General amnesty
law covering the
military and police.

Approved

Lent popular backing
to a very controversial
decision.

Uruguay

Nov.
1989

Plebiscite

Constitutional
reform.

Approved

Public endorsement
of agreements
previously reached by
party leaders.

Uruguay

Dec.
1992

Referendum

Approved
Proposal to overturn law partially
privatizing the stateowned telephone
company.

Uruguay

Aug.
1994

Plebiscite

Constitutional
reform establishing
separate ballots
for municipal and
national elections.

Rejected

Uruguay

Nov.
1994

Plebiscite

Constitutional
reform to establish
regulations to
protect retired
persons and those
receiving pensions.

Approved

Uruguay

Nov.
1994

Plebiscite

Constitutional reform allocating 27
percent of the budget for education.

Rejected

Uruguay

Dec.
1996

Plebiscite

Constitutional
reform to modify
the electoral
system.

Approved

Legitimization of
the new regime of
President Alberto
Fujimori.
Rejection exerted
pressure on the
military to begin
political liberalization.

Expressed the
continued statist
sentiments of the
majority of the
electorate.

Modified constitution
to add protections for
these citizens.

Resulted in important
changes in the
electoral system,
eliminating the
double simultaneous
vote and replacing
it with primary and
general elections.

(continued)
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Country

Table 8.2. (continued)
Country

Date

Mechanism

Outcome

Effect

Uruguay

Oct.
1999

Plebiscite

Two constitutional
reforms: one prohibiting members
of state enterprises
from running for
office, and another
allocating a fixed
percentage of the
budget for the
judiciary.

Uruguay

Dec.
2003

Referendum

Approved
Attempt to repeal
law authorizing national fuel agency
(ANCAP) to join with
private firms; sought
to eliminate the
monopoly on fuel
imports by 2006.

ANCAP barred
from forming joint
ventures for the
purposes spelled out
in the law. Binding.

Venezuela

April
1999

Referendum

Authorization of
executive resolution
to create a constituent assembly and
elect its members.

Approved

Referendum made
up part of President
Chávez´s efforts to
reform the political
system.

Venezuela

Dec.
1999

Plebiscite

Constitutional
reform.

Approved

Endorsement of
reform enacted
by the constituent
assembly.

Venezuela

Dec.
2000

Referendum

Replacement of
union leadership.

Approved

Created a coalition
of forces favorable
to the government.
Binding.

Venezuela

Aug.
2004

Referendum

Recall vote on
presidency of Hugo
Chávez.

Rejected

Popular endorsement
of President Chávez’s
continued rule.

Rejected

Source: Author’s compilation
1
The term “consultation survey” (consulta-encuesta) was used in Ecuador because the format of the ballot
for the direct popular vote was similar to that of questionnaires used in public opinion polls.

of public resources by elected officials to support political campaigns or provide personal
rewards; introducing elections to fill leadership posts in public enterprises; and granting
new resources for education, among other measures. Although those who voted were overwhelmingly in favor of all of the proposals, in only one case was the necessary quorum (25
percent) reached.
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Issue

Assessment of Direct Democracy Institutions
Frequency of Use
Over the past two decades, countries have made only modest use of mechanisms for direct
citizen participation at the national level. In fact, direct democracy institutions have been
applied in only 11 of the 16 countries where they figure in the constitution. In Chile, the
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The consultation held in Bolivia in 2004 resulted in the approval of the government’s
proposed energy policy. Finally, the 2004 referendum in Venezuela to recall President Hugo
Chávez was rejected, signaling voters’ support for his continued rule. The autogolpes (selfcoups) of President Fujimori in Peru, which succeeded, and President Serrano Elías in
Guatemala, which failed, led to popular consultations in both countries in 1993 and 1994,
respectively. The processes resulted in the formation of constituent assemblies in both
countries, the establishment of a new constitution in Peru, and constitutional reform in
Guatemala. A profound political crisis in Venezuela in the 1990s eroded the party system
that had been in existence since the 1961 Punto Fijo pact and led to popular consultations in
1999. The first created a constituent assembly, and the second ratified the constitution proposed by the assembly. The only popular consultation carried out in the context of a peace
process was in Guatemala in 1999; it was broadly rejected by voters. Popular consultations
were not used in the peace processes in either Nicaragua or El Salvador.
Most of the popular consultations held during the 1978–2005 period were top-down
initiatives. The executive branch convoked the popular consultations in Argentina in 1984,
Bolivia in 2004, Colombia in 1997 and 2003, and Venezuela in 2000, as well as the four consultations in Ecuador, comprising a total of nine cases. Where popular consultations were
used to approve constitutional reforms, in six of sixteen cases the executive branch initiated
the process, although all were officially endorsed by legislative bodies or constitutional conventions. The six cases include Guatemala (1994), Panama (1998), Peru (1993), Venezuela
(1999), and under military regimes, Chile (1980) and Uruguay (1980).
In summary, the executive branch initiated 15 of the 35 popular consultations that
were held. Another 11 stemmed from agreements among politicians that resulted in constitutional reform proposals being either approved or rejected, or involved constitutional
provisions agreed on beforehand, such as the aforementioned 1993 popular consultation
in Brazil and the one in Chile in 1988. Altogether, 26 of the 35 popular consultations held
arose from initiatives coming from the top down.
The last nine cases involved bottom-up initiatives. Seven took place in Uruguay: two
that approved constitutional reforms (1989 and 1994), two that rejected constitutional
reforms (1994 and 1999), and three referenda that successfully repealed laws. The eighth
case, as indicated above, was that of Colombia in 1990, which was extra-constitutional
and led to the drafting and adoption of the 1991 constitution. The ninth case, the recall
vote against Venezuelan President Hugo Chávez, was presented for popular vote in August
2004 after opposition sectors collected the required number of signatures to call the referendum.

Origins of Use
We have noted that 26 of the 35 popular consultations during the period of the study came
from the top down and only nine originated from the bottom up—with seven of those in just
one country, Uruguay. This experience is consistent with the fact that, while some countries
do provide for citizen initiation of popular consultations, it is more common for the initiation of referendums to be limited by law to the executive branch or congress.
The top-down approach to direct democracy has been pursued across the region with
mixed results for those in power. In Panama, former president Pérez Balladares failed in
his attempt to modify the constitution to permit his reelection. In Ecuador, President Sixto
Durán got a favorable response in the first popular consultation undertaken during his
administration, but he lost the second one, weakening his administration. The Uruguayan
government suffered a defeat in 1994 when it attempted to impose a constitutional reform
to separate municipal and national voting lists, a reform that had already been approved by
two-thirds of congress. (The reform was subsequently approved in 1996.) President Fujimori
in Peru and President Chávez in Venezuela successfully employed direct democracy mechanisms to help consolidate their political programs. In Colombia, President Álvaro Uribe,
buoyed by significant public support, attempted to win popular backing for a series of policy
changes. The result? All but one of the proposals failed because of insufficient voter turnout. Finally, in Bolivia the referendum on national energy policy called by President Carlos
Mesa succeeded in involving citizens directly in political decision making. The referendum
was approved, lending support to Mesa’s political style based on sustaining a direct relationship with citizens.
4

The possibility of using referendums to repeal laws was an innovation that occurred after the democratic transition.
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mechanisms have been used only under the previous authoritarian regime (as they were
under nondemocratic regimes in 1980 in Uruguay and in 1983 in Panama). Overall, during
the period under study, direct democracy institutions were used most often in Uruguay, followed by Ecuador. They have been used several times recently in Venezuela.
Although these mechanisms have been used fairly infrequently, there has been an increase in their use over time. Nine popular consultations took place during the 1980s (five
under authoritarian regimes), while 20 took place during the 1990s, and five since 2000.
No general rule explains why some countries have used these mechanisms more than
others. The prevailing circumstances in the two countries in which they have been used
most often could hardly be more different. In Uruguay, these mechanisms had been in
existence long before the restoration of democracy, and the party system was relatively
institutionalized.4 In contrast, in Ecuador the weak and fragmented party system sometimes prompted presidents to use popular consultations as defensive measures, in vain
attempts to fend off harassment by the legislature and bolster declining public support.
Direct democracy mechanisms have been rarely used in the region’s three largest countries.
Argentina and Brazil have used them only once each, and no provisions for them exist in
the Mexican constitution.

The constitutions of several countries allow citizens to initiate constitutional reforms, thus
giving them a significant decision-making role. Each country requires a certain percentage
of registered voters to sign a petition to advance the process. To date this mechanism has
been used only in Uruguay. Reform initiatives launched there by civil society organizations
in 1989, 1994, and 1999 aimed at increasing the budget or benefits of workers in the retirement system, education sector, and the judiciary, respectively. The initiatives in 1989 and
1994 were approved; the one in 1999 failed.
Popular initiatives have led to referendums to overturn laws in Uruguay. A coalition of left and center-left parties and an ad hoc civil society movement sponsored the
ultimately unsuccessful 1989 referendum aimed at revoking the amnesty law, which had
been designed to protect members of the armed forces from prosecution for human
rights violations committed during the military regime (1973–85). The 1992 referendum
in Uruguay, which successfully overturned a law that would have partially privatized the
state-owned telephone company, was spearheaded by a similar coalition of forces working in tandem with labor unions representing telephone workers. The 2003 referendum to
repeal this law was promoted by the workers’ union of the state fuel company, with the
support of parties on the left. The participation of Uruguayan civil society organizations
was limited, since in both cases ad hoc social movements sought alliances with political parties. In Colombia, the “7th Ballot” student movement (movimiento estudiantil de la 7ª
papeleta) exerted pressure leading to the 1991 constitutional reform. In Venezuela, the
August 2004 referendum to recall President Chávez was promoted by civil society groups
and opposition forces, which jointly organized the effort to gather the required number
of signatures.
Several countries allow citizens to propose legislative initiatives, provided a certain percentage of the population backs the petition. The constitutions of some countries, including
Brazil and Venezuela, also stipulate that if the legislature rejects a bill introduced by popular
initiative, a certain percentage of the citizens may request that it be put to a referendum.
The constitutions of Paraguay, Peru, and Uruguay also provide for this mechanism, but as is
the case with some of the other countries mentioned above, the laws needed to implement
the mechanism have yet to be enacted.
The use of these mechanisms at the national level generally has not increased the influence of civil society in public decision making. Greater citizen control over the government
and other representative institutions has resulted in very few cases. The only clear examples
are the popular consultations held in Uruguay for the purpose of repealing laws. But even
in this case, three attempts after 1992 to abolish laws through referenda failed because
the required number of signatures on the petition (25 percent of registered voters) was not
obtained. The only other examples are the approval of an anti-kidnapping law in Colombia;
the consultation in Peru in 1998 on the possible reelection of President Fujimori; and the
recall vote in Venezuela in 2004 on Chávez’s presidency. In the case of Peru, the government
blocked the consultation, despite the popular support behind it, by amending a law to make
congressional approval a prerequisite for holding the referendum. In the end, this approval
was not obtained. In Venezuela, opposition groups successfully led the effort to collect the
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The Role of Civil Society

Direct Democracy and the Behavior of the Electorate
During the past 27 years, citizens’ behavior with respect to direct democracy has varied, with
no overall trend having emerged in the region. It is clear that Latin Americans frequently fail
to vote in a manner that focuses on the particular issue put before them; rather, they use
the vote as an opportunity to vent their frustration at the poor performance of the government in power. Therefore, popular consultations in some cases have served as a means of
expressing overall disenchantment with politics and politicians.
One example is the unequivocal rejection by Uruguayan citizens of the 1994 “mini” constitutional reform, which had the backing of all major political parties. Apparently, the outcome had little to do with the specific content of the issues presented to the public. Another
example is the popular consultation in Guatemala in 1999. The reforms designed to ratify the
peace accords that ended the 36-year-long civil war did not induce a significant level of participation. Additionally, a high percentage of those who did participate voted “no” primarily
as a means of expressing dissatisfaction with the government in power at the time.
Citizens also have not demonstrated a clear tendency for either preserving the status
quo or bringing about significant change. While the rejection of legislative reforms in Brazil’s
1993 referendum preserved the status quo, the “7th Ballot” student movement initiative in
Colombia promoted substantial political change. Likewise, even though the recall referendum in Venezuela sought a major change in government leadership through the president’s
removal, the outcome supported his continued rule.
As a result of this generalized unpredictability, elected officials may be becoming more
cautious about using direct democracy mechanisms, resorting to their use only when they
feel fairly confident that the outcome will be favorable, or applying them only when obliged
to do so, as in the case of constitutional reforms.
Low levels of electoral participation in popular consultations reflect considerable apathy
on the part of voters. The Guatemalan and Colombian examples are particularly noteworthy
for their low levels of participation, although high abstention rates are also typical of regular
elections in these countries. Some popular consultations have been approved or rejected
with the participation of fewer than 50 percent of registered voters. Nonetheless, the results
were accepted even by groups whose positions on the matter at hand were not favored.

Consequences for the Political System
There is no clear evidence that the use of direct democracy at the national level has either
significantly improved or damaged the performance of political systems around the world.
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required number of signatures to hold the recall referendum, but the initiative ultimately
was rejected.
In short, civil society’s use of direct democracy has centered on efforts to control and
restrain rather than to create and innovate. In part this distinction reflects the fact that,
despite constitutional provisions for implementing these mechanisms, initiatives are not
easy to carry out. They require the convergence of political will around a relevant, motivating
issue and the development of a social movement to carry the process forward.

Conclusions
In most Latin American countries both the use and impact of direct democracy mechanisms
at the national level have been limited. These mechanisms have been used for a variety of
reasons, ranging from demagogic manipulation to the defense of conservative or traditionalist interests and the implementation of reforms sought by voters. Their results have been
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With few exceptions, the democracies of Europe and North America either do not provide
for national popular consultations, or rarely invoke them. Experience at the national level in
Latin America indicates that these mechanisms, at least as used to date, have not had the
desired effects on representation or participation.
Similarly, direct democracy mechanisms have not had a substantial impact on political
stability. Just as with any other feature of the electoral system, their functioning must be examined relative to the broader institutional framework. In general, these mechanisms have
not been used to resolve disputes between the legislature and the executive branch. Rare
examples of their use in this way include the cases in which Ecuadorian presidents Sixto
Durán and Fabían Alarcón unsuccessfully resorted to popular consultations to enhance the
popular legitimacy and legislative backing of their weakened administrations.
In particular countries at certain moments, the use of these mechanisms may have been
counterproductive for political stability. An example is Ecuador, where the nonbinding character of popular consultations and their lack of implementation has actually exacerbated
the country’s problems of democratic governability.
The complexity of economic and financial issues at the national level makes it difficult
to try to address them through institutions of direct democracy, because they require a high
level of citizen participation. As a result, constitutions in most Latin American countries
have expressly excluded such matters from popular consultations.
However, in Uruguay and Ecuador these mechanisms have been used by civil society
organizations tied to center-left parties seeking to impose limits on economic reforms.
The paradigmatic case is the 1992 referendum to repeal the law enacted by the Uruguayan
government to partially privatize the state-owned telephone company. However, a similar
attempt several years later to overturn a law regulating the distribution of electricity and gas
failed, as did a challenge to the private retirement and pension system. Then in 2003 a referendum repealed a law that allowed Uruguay’s national fuel agency to form joint ventures
to refine and distribute petroleum products. In Ecuador, attempts by civil society groups to
call a popular consultation to challenge President Gustavo Noboa’s dollarization policy and
economic plan failed after the election oversight body reported that the required number of
signatures had not been obtained.
Finally, it is again worth noting the attempt of Colombian President Álvaro Uribe in
2003 to enact multiple reform proposals via referendum. By not turning out to vote in sufficient numbers, citizens in effect blocked most of the reforms. In contrast, the approval by
Bolivian voters of President Mesa’s July 2004 proposal led to the repeal of a hydrocarbons
law originally promulgated by Gonzalo Sánchez de Lozada and resulted in the recovery of
government ownership of all fossil fuels within the country’s borders.
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mixed and, at times, unanticipated. For instance, in two extreme cases where prevailing
authoritarian regimes resorted to these mechanisms to keep themselves in power—Chile
in 1988 and Uruguay in 1980—their use backfired tremendously.
An assessment of the impact of direct democracy mechanisms in the region should take
into account how recently they have been adopted. With the exception of Uruguay, direct
democracy mechanisms are a relatively new feature of Latin American democracy. Hence,
more time is needed to evaluate their effects and their scope of application.
Based on the review of this relatively limited regional experience, it would seem that a
proper legal framework is essential for these mechanisms to function well. For example, the
law must explicitly address the various options available for activating such mechanisms.
Experience has shown that between 1978 and 2004, direct democracy mechanisms were primarily initiated from the top down. Additionally, legal norms should clearly specify the situations and issues that may be dealt with through various direct democracy mechanisms.
In general, democracy will be strengthened to the extent that the use of direct democracy mechanisms is rooted in and contributes to strengthening citizenship. This is possible
only when efforts to reinforce democracy include civic education to support the development of values associated with the exercise of political participation beyond its electoral
form. As the situation now stands, very low levels of interpersonal trust and confidence in
political institutions in Latin America (see Chapter 10) make it difficult to mobilize and coordinate civil society and improve and broaden political participation.
In societies such as those of Latin America, where poverty and inequality are persistently high, the wise use of direct democracy mechanisms may help offset the worrisome
trend toward delegitimization of the political system. Because direct democracy institutions
provide an additional means for political expression, they can be a valuable way for people
to signal their frustrations to those in positions of power. At the same time, it is important
to avoid the danger of these mechanisms being used for demagogic purposes; hence clear
limits should be established regarding the types of issues that they may be used to address.
It is also important that direct democracy mechanisms be viewed as instruments for
strengthening democracy that complement rather than supplant the institutions of representative democracy. While the exercise of direct democracy can strengthen political legitimacy and open channels of participation that bring together citizens and their representatives, the primary institutions for articulating and aggregating citizen preferences remain
political parties and congress. These institutions themselves need to be strengthened in
order to improve the quality and legitimacy of democratic representation.
Finally, the fact that direct democracy mechanisms have rarely been used and have had
little impact at the national level—not only in Latin America but in democracies around
the world—suggests that they may be more suitable and beneficial at the subnational level.
This notion finds some support in cases where such mechanisms have been employed at
the subnational level in Europe and North America, as well as in some Latin American
countries.
It is important to recognize that whatever their impact, direct democracy mechanisms
are likely to remain part of the democratic system. Our main concern, therefore, should be
to determine how and when to use them—and for what purposes.
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Trends in
Electoral Participation
Power can be taken, but not given.
The process of the taking is empowerment in itself.
—Gloria Steinem

Contrasted with taking part in elections—a rather formal and sporadic form of citizen
participation—democratic political participation is a broad concept connoting ongoing
involvement in the political system. It embraces not only voting but involvement in political
campaigns or party meetings, membership in community organizations, joining protests,
and communicating with legislative representatives. Of the various forms of citizen participation, voting is the only one in which more than 50 percent of the citizenry of democratic
countries normally take part. The others imply a level of commitment and engagement in
public affairs that rarely attracts more than a quarter of the adult population (CAPEL, 1989).
Thus electoral participation is central to the functioning of democratic systems: people
otherwise scarcely involved in a nation’s political life nonetheless express their preferences
among competing candidates on election day.
Because cross-national, quantitative data are available for electoral participation, but
are more uneven and sparse for the broader notion of political participation, this chapter
focuses specifically on the former. Evidence does suggest, however, that the two types of
participation are connected: people who vote are more likely than those who do not to be
interested in politics and to participate more regularly in other forms of political activity
(Putnam, 2000). Political participation should be measured along at least two dimensions:
first, the level of participation, meaning the relative number of citizens who vote or otherwise
participate to some degree in the political system; and second, the intensity of participation,
specifically the extent to which citizens engage in more demanding forms of participation,
and the level of information citizens have about politics (IDB, 2000).1

1

The level of information about politics to which citizens have access through the mass media, a factor not measured directly in this chapter, influences the quality and intensity of political participation.
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CHAPTER

Importance of Electoral Participation
The extent to which citizens exercise their right (or duty) to vote clearly determines how well
elections are performing the functions expected of them in a modern democracy, including
(1) legitimizing governmental authority; (2) forming governments; (3) recruiting political
leaders; (4) fostering public discussion and debate about issues; and (5) facilitating the
development and exercise of citizenship (Heywood, 1997). While all of these functions are
important, this chapter focuses on two that are central to the notion of democracy: signaling preferences about public policy and holding public officials accountable for their performance.
Democratic representation entails a form of bargain between citizens and elected officials. Citizens confer authority (by voting) in exchange for promises by elected officials to
pursue a given package of policy goals, serve the public good, and respect the law and the
constitution. Given the informality of this transaction, the infrequency of elections, and
gaps in citizens’ information, the process never produces fully responsive or even always
honest politicians. But the effectiveness of democracy can be traced in part to the quality of
this two-way exchange (Lupia and McCubbins, 1998; Przeworski, Stokes, and Manin, 1999).
The likelihood that elections will produce effective and accountable political representation hinges on a range of institutional factors, including the nature of the electoral system
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References to voting and its value for democracy often operate under implicit assumptions about how the electoral process works. For example, it is often assumed that wherever
elections occur, democratic freedoms are fully protected and the voting process itself is
transparent and fair. Such assumptions have not always been warranted in Latin America.
But over the past 20 years, considerable progress has been made throughout the region in
improving the integrity and fairness of elections. Electoral management bodies now exist in
every country of the region, and in many countries these institutions have taken on a more
permanent character and assumed a growing array of functions. As a consequence, only in
a relatively few cases over the past decade have election procedures or vote counts been
perceived as fraudulent by objective observers.
Despite this important accomplishment, developing more permanent professional and
managerial capacity in electoral bodies could further enhance the electoral process. Greater
capacity would allow election authorities to maintain accurate and complete voter registration lists and effectively enforce regulations pertaining to electoral and party financing and
access to the media. In some countries the political independence and public credibility of
the electoral management agency remain in doubt, thus endangering popular acceptance
of election results and leaving the system vulnerable to fraud.
Electoral fairness also requires relatively equal access to campaign resources for candidates, a politically independent media, and transparency in the origins and use of campaign
finance (see Chapter 7). Efforts in all these areas have been undertaken throughout the
region, but just as in some of the world’s oldest democracies, serious problems remain. As
a consequence, citizens in some countries remain skeptical about the integrity and fairness
of the electoral process.
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(Chapters 2 and 3), the capacity of the legislature (Chapter 4), the independence and effectiveness of agencies of horizontal accountability (Chapter 5), and characteristics of the political party system (Chapters 6 and 7). Nevertheless, it can be argued that a well-informed
and highly participatory citizenry is the foundation of any “good” government.
The fewer citizens who participate, individually and as members of civil society organizations, the more probable it is that the public’s needs and demands will be ignored—and
the more likely that public officials will give in to the temptation to pursue private interests
at the expense of the public good. Low levels of electoral participation can have a range of
adverse effects on the functioning of the democratic system.
One such effect stems from the fact that, when turnout is low, it is also often skewed.
This means that certain groups participate less actively in the electoral process, both as voters and candidates. Such groups frequently include the poorest and least educated sectors of
the population, as well as women, youth, the elderly, ethnic minorities, and people in rural,
less-populous regions. Low participation affects election results and therefore the composition and representativeness of the political system (Hajnal and Trounstine, 2005; Bernhagen
and Marsh, 2004). To the extent that some groups fail to participate, elected officials have
less incentive to address their needs; thus the interests of underparticipating groups may
be ignored in the making and implementation of public policies. This can lead to a vicious
cycle in which underparticipating groups are ignored in the decision-making process, further
alienating them from the political system and reinforcing bias in public policies.
Another adverse impact of low levels of participation is that the actions of public officials are subjected to less public scrutiny, increasing the possibility that unresponsive or
corrupt behavior will go unnoticed and unpunished at the polls (IDB, 2000). Societies with
low levels of political participation and information are less able to foresee and signal to
public officials the policies that may lead to superior performance, and are less determined
to press for the effective implementation of such policies. However, as shown in previous
chapters, participation cannot be considered independently of other factors and mechanisms of institutional oversight. Higher participation alone will not ensure greater oversight
of political leaders.
A low or declining level of electoral participation may not only hinder efficient democratic representation, it may also reflect a lack of confidence in democratic institutions,
something that can delay the consolidation of a democratic regime and even threaten its
stability. Low electoral participation is of particular concern in societies where the transition
to democracy is recent and a broad foundation of democratic values and practices is lacking. If large numbers of people do not vote, it is difficult to build a democratic culture and
strengthen the legitimacy and functional capacity of democratic institutions, such as the
legislature and the judiciary. It is also difficult to promote transparent, responsible management of public finances and to ensure that public employees and officials embrace the public interest and refrain from improper conduct. In sum, low levels of political participation
can set off a deteriorating cycle in which disappointment in the performance of politicians
breeds further distrust and political alienation, in turn further reducing participation and
incentives for better performance. Disenchantment with democratic actors and institutions
can open the doors of power to leaders and movements that govern without regard for the
constitution.

An extensive literature examines why some citizens and not others participate actively in
civic affairs, and why levels of participation vary across countries.2 Various attempts have
been made to understand, on the one hand, the characteristics of politically active citizens
in a particular country (the micro level of electoral participation), and on the other, the types
of political systems that produce incentives for citizens to participate in spite of the associated costs (the macro level). While we will not provide an exhaustive analysis of this matter
here, we offer some insights into the major factors that influence levels of electoral participation. Although certain factors have been shown to influence turnout, much of the variance remains unexplained in the existing literature. The reality is that even in established
democracies, citizen participation in decision-making processes is limited, as evidenced in
part by the progressive decline of participation over the past decades—even in customary
practices like elections and referenda.

Macro Factors Affecting Levels of Electoral Participation
The fairly stable macro (country-level) factors that help explain comparative levels of electoral participation—but not sudden shifts in voter turnout—can be divided into two major
groups. As shown in Table 9.1, these include (1) factors related to the socioeconomic and
cultural context, and (2) factors specifically related to institutions and political processes.3
This chapter focuses primarily on political factors, referring only briefly to socioeconomic
factors.
Socioeconomic factors include the level of educational attainment, the level of economic development, and the degree of ethnolinguistic and religious homogeneity. Factors
related to political culture, measured by levels of interpersonal trust and civic cooperation,
do not fit neatly into either of the two broad categories. Clearly, citizens are more likely to
vote in large numbers in societies in which individuals are more trusting of one another and
therefore more inclined to join civic organizations. Moreover, more years of education and
higher incomes would be expected to enhance citizens’ political awareness as well as their
capacity to participate in politics. However, given the minimal demands of voting, income
and education may have a greater effect on the intensity of political participation than on
the level of electoral participation per se.
The political and institutional dimension includes structural elements, such as the
intensity of linkages between political parties and major lines of cleavage in society (social
class, religion, ethnicity); the nature of the electoral system; the comprehensiveness of
voter registration lists; the legal status of voting (compulsory or voluntary); and the nature
of the voter registration process. Included among the contextual political factors is whether

2

3

See Almond and Verba (1965); Nie and Verba (1975); Verba, Nie, and Kim (1971); Powell (1980, 1986); LeDuc,
Niemi, and Norris (1996); International IDEA (1997, 2002); Jackman (1987); and Fornos, Power, and Garand
(2004).
For further discussion of the various factors, see Powell (1980); Jackman (1987); Jackman and Miller (1995); and
Fornos, Power, and Garand (2004).
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Factors Affecting Electoral Participation

Socioeconomic factors

Political factors

Structural factors

Educational attainment
Economic development
Ethnolinguistic and
religious homogeneity

Political culture
Linkages between political
parties and major groups
Electoral system
• proportionality
• size and type of voting
district/precinct
• compulsory voting
• voter registration
Efficiency, integrity, and transparency of political processes

Contextual factors

Economic crisis
Passage of unpopular
socioeconomic reforms
Social mobilization

Electoral process
Foundational elections
Election timing
Electoral campaign

Source: Authors’ compilation.

or not the elections are “foundational,” that is, whether they mark a return to democracy
after a prolonged period of undemocratic rule. Turnout may be unusually high in elections
inaugurating a democratic transition, because regime change often is accompanied by considerable citizen mobilization and enthusiasm for the exercise of recently acquired democratic freedoms. However, after this relatively brief period has passed, and the populace
experiences the realities of governing in complex circumstances, turnout usually begins to
decline. Other contextual factors discussed briefly below include the character of the election campaign and the environment in which voting takes place.
When parties represent important lines of cleavage in society—such as religion or
social class—electoral outcomes take on a more readily identifiable significance, and
politicians can more easily mobilize their less-informed or less-interested supporters. Also,
greater ethnolinguistic diversity likely reduces electoral participation, because the sense of
national community is weaker, and ethnolinguistic or cultural barriers may impede political
activity and voting by members of minority groups.
Other factors may increase or reduce turnout. National electoral districts may provide
an incentive for political parties to deploy their resources throughout the entire national
territory, which may increase voter turnout (Powell, 1986). Some authors suggest that “disproportional” electoral systems reduce incentives for the constituencies of political groups
with low chances of winning to take part in the electoral process (Jackman and Miller, 1995).
Finally, if voters perceive that their votes matter to outcomes, participation tends to be
higher. According to Jackman (1987), this perception is more prevalent in countries with a
unicameral legislature.
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Table 9.1. Socioeconomic and Political Factors Affecting
Electoral Participation at the Macro Level

Micro Factors Affecting Levels of Electoral Participation
Given that in some countries voter turnout varies considerably from one election to the
next, elements other than the macro (country-level) factors must affect electoral participation.
Why do some individuals choose to vote and others do not? As discussed in Chapter
1, citizens generally need incentives to make the effort to vote. Civic duty and political attitudes may not be enough; instead, incentives should take the form of benefits that voters
hope to gain. The various micro (individual-level) factors that contribute to short- and longterm fluctuations in turnout can be divided, like the set of macro factors, into two major
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Factors such as whether voter registration is automatic, compulsory, or voluntary can
also influence voter turnout. If the government is responsible for maintaining current lists
of registered voters or periodically canvassing citizens to create or update lists, then the
registration process itself should not present a significant obstacle to voting. Mandatory
registration may encourage more citizens to register and therefore to vote. However, if citizens are required to undertake procedural steps to register, many may avoid the process
and thus not vote.
More citizens may be expected to participate in elections when voting is mandatory
rather than voluntary. In fact, studies done in relatively well established democracies suggest, not surprisingly, that compulsory voting laws result in somewhat higher levels of
turnout (Powell, 1980; Jackman, 1987). However, the degree to which legal requirements
make a difference depends on the severity of the penalty and the likelihood of being caught
and punished. If the penalty is minimal or rarely enforced, then the law likely will have
little effect. Such conditions may be more likely to obtain in democracies such as those in
Latin America, where the rule of law is less well established than in Europe, for example.
In most countries of Latin America, registration and voting are compulsory, although the
requirement is hotly debated. Advocates of penalties for nonvoting view voting as a public
duty and believe that such legislation can increase electoral participation above what it
would be otherwise. Critics of legal mandates believe that voting is a right, and that including votes of citizens who participate only for fear of being penalized may spoil the election
process.
In Argentina, Brazil, Costa Rica, Ecuador, and Peru, voter registration is automatic, while
in 11 other countries it is compulsory; it is voluntary only in Colombia and Chile (Table 9.2).
Voting is obligatory in 15 of the 18 countries in this study. In Chile, voting is mandatory only
for those registered to vote; in Colombia and Nicaragua voting is not mandatory. Colombia
is the only country where both registration and voting are entirely voluntary.
However, only five countries—Bolivia, Chile, Ecuador, Peru, and Uruguay—can be considered to have a comprehensive system of compulsory voting, with voting required by law,
sanctions contemplated for those who abstain, and effective mechanisms for applying the
penalties. As a result, each of these countries can be considered to have a comprehensive
system of compulsory voting, with the caveat that in Chile obligatory voting rules apply only
to those who are registered. All other countries in the region have mixed systems in which
either no penalties exist, or the penalties are not enforced in practice.
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Source: Authors’ compilation.
Note: n.a. = not applicable.
1
Voting is mandatory only for citizens who are registered to vote.
2
Voting is mandatory for those up to the age of 65 who are literate.
3
Voting is mandatory for those up to the age of 70 who are literate.
4
Voting is mandatory up to the age of 70.
5
Voting is mandatory for those 18–70 who are literate, and optional for those 16–17 years old, over 70, or illiterate.

Chile1
Ecuador2
Peru3
Uruguay
Bolivia
Argentina4
Brazil5
Honduras
Mexico
Paraguay
Costa Rica
Dominican
Republic
El Salvador
Guatemala
Panama
Venezuela
Colombia
Nicaragua

Country

Type of Registration

Table 9.2. Types of Registration and Voting Rules in Latin America

n.a.
n.a.
n.a.
n.a.
n.a.
n.a.

Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
No
No
No
No
No
n.a.
n.a.

Penalties
enforced?

Structural factors

Sociodemographic factors

Political factors

-

Educational attainment
Socioeconomic status
(income, occupation)
Age
Membership in a minority
and/or underrepresented
group

- Political/civic attitudes
a) interest in politics,
political knowledge
b) objective and subjective
competence
c) sense of efficacy,
alienation
- Relationship between citizenry
and institutions, in terms of
proximity, access, and quality
- Legitimacy and integrity of
political institutions, actors,
and processes

Perception of individual
and national economic
situations
Satisfaction with general
quality of life

-

-

Contextual factors -

-

Electoral campaign
a) field of candidates and their
relative popularity
b) salience of election issues

Source: Authors’ compilation.

groups. One group comprises elements related to sociodemographic context, whereas the
other is made up of factors more closely related to the political process (Table 9.3).
The level of educational attainment is one of the strongest sociodemographic factors
that affects the decision of citizens to exercise their right (or duty) to vote. (The relationship between socioeconomic status and access to education is quite strong, particularly
in countries where differences in access to services are extremely large.) Similarly, both
age and membership in a minority group or another traditionally excluded group, such as
indigenous persons and women, may also be significant factors in explaining why citizens
decide to vote or not.
Political factors include citizens’ level of interest in politics and their degree of political
knowledge. These factors form a significant part of electoral participation and influence not
only whether citizens decide to vote, but also how they vote. Closely related to these factors
are what Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba term “objective competence” and “subjective
competence.” In The Civic Culture (1965), Almond and Verba define a citizen as an individual
capable of engaging in some way with the political system. They emphasize the importance
of political competence, characterized as a person’s knowledge of political matters (objective competence) and their belief in their own ability to understand political issues and actively engage in the political system (subjective competence). The first dimension is clearly
very much related to both level of interest in politics and degree of political knowledge,
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Table 9.3. Classification of Micro Factors Affecting Levels of
Electoral Participation

Voter Turnout in Latin America
How does the level of electoral participation in Latin America compare with that of other
regions of the world? On average 61 percent of the eligible population in the 18 Latin
American countries in this study turned out to vote in national elections during the period
1990–2004. That level of turnout is significantly less than that in Oceania, Central and
Eastern Europe, and Western Europe, where participation generally exceeds 70 percent
(Figure 9.1). In the countries of East Asia and the former Soviet Union, the average is also
slightly higher than in Latin America. But in four other regions—Sub-Saharan Africa, the
United States and Canada, the Middle East, and North Africa—turnout was lower than in
Latin America.4
Average voter turnout for the region, however, masks a large degree of variation between
countries. Table 9.4 shows electoral participation in presidential and legislative elections
from 1978 to 2004 as a percentage of registered voters and as a percentage of the voting age
population in each of the 18 Latin American countries included in the study. The average
turnout in presidential elections measured as a share of registered voters ranges from a low
of 44.5 percent to 56.8 percent in Colombia, El Salvador, and Guatemala to a high of about
90 percent in Chile and Uruguay. Electoral participation in legislative elections is somewhat
lower than in presidential contests in most countries.

4

The relative positions of the regions with respect to electoral participation do not change substantially if one
restricts the sample of countries to those whose political systems are reasonably democratic, as measured by the
Freedom House indicators of political liberties and civil rights.
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while the second has to do with people’s sense of efficacy within, or alienation from, the
political system. This is significant because citizens who are well informed are more likely
to be politically active. Citizens who believe they can understand and affect the workings of
the system will seek out information and consequently be far more likely to be politically
involved.
Among the purely political factors that influence electoral participation, several elements stand out: first, the relationship between political institutions and the citizenry in
terms of proximity, access, and the quality of services provided; second, the legitimacy and
integrity of political institutions and democratic practices, including whether citizens perceive the electoral process to be clean and fair, and the level of popular trust in politicians;
and finally, as a contextual factor, the characteristics of the election contest. This last factor
includes two components: the attractiveness of the field of candidates and their relative
popularity, and the importance voters accord to the issues at stake in the campaign.
Participation, therefore, may fluctuate from one election to the next in response to
contextual factors narrowly related to a particular campaign cycle, or in response to larger
structural factors, such as the legitimacy and credibility of institutions and political processes. Thus, long-term patterns of electoral participation can to some degree reflect public
perceptions of how well the democratic system is performing.

Figure 9.1 Electoral Participation by World Region, 1990–2004
Total votes as percentage of the voting age population
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Source: International IDEA.
Note: Because most countries have parliamentary systems, data on countries with presidential systems
include legislative elections only.

Examining the more meaningful measure of votes as a share of the voting-age population shows that in some countries the number of citizens who are not registered to vote is
quite significant. In Chile and Guatemala, where registration is optional, turnout is about
10 and 12 percentage points less, respectively, when measured as a share of the voting
age population. Turnout is also lower as a share of the voting-age population in Bolivia,
Paraguay, and to a somewhat lesser extent, the Dominican Republic and Venezuela—all
countries where a significant number of citizens are not registered to vote despite compulsory registration laws.
While participation trends by country are examined in more detail below, Table 9.4 provides a useful first approximation. Results show that in only three countries—Paraguay, El
Salvador,5 and Colombia—did turnout significantly increase from the earliest to the most
recent election for which data are available. In another five countries—Uruguay, Panama,

5

For El Salvador the absence of data on the number of registered voters for the founding 1984 election prevents
the calculation of turnout as a share of registered voters for this election. But a continuous series could be
calculated for turnout calculated in terms of voting-age population, and this is the basis for the inclusion of El
Salvador in this group.
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70.7

89.8
90.1
81.1
82.1
81.7
74.6
73.3
77.6
74.6
71.0
70.6
62.0
62.0
66.1
74.2
49.8
51.0
41.3

Average of
all elections

Electoral participation
(% of registered voters)

Legislative elections

Source: Authors’ compilation based on data from electoral agencies.
Note: — = Data not available.
1
Figures for several years reflect valid votes cast, not total votes (see Appendix 2).
2
For the 2004 presidential elections, figures reflect valid votes cast instead of total votes; turnout in 2003 legislative elections not included.
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First
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Turnout (% of registered voters)

Presidential elections

Table 9.4. Electoral Participation in Latin America, 1978–2004

Figure 9.2 Average Voter Turnout in Presidential Elections, 1990–2004
Total votes as percentage of registered voters
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Peru, the Dominican Republic, and Bolivia—turnout remained relatively even over time. In
the remaining 10 countries, there was considerable decline in participation levels.
When just the elections from 1990 to 2004 are considered (Figure 9.2), most countries
are clustered in the range between 67 percent and 80 percent of registered voters participating in elections. However, in four countries—Colombia, El Salvador, Guatemala, and
Venezuela—turnout was 60 percent or less, with Colombia at the bottom end at 44 percent.
However, there are grounds for optimism with regard to El Salvador, where turnout for presidential elections increased from 39 percent in 2000 to 69 percent in 2004. At the other end
of the scale, voter turnout as a share of registered voters for the same period in Uruguay,
Chile, Brazil, Argentina, and Nicaragua was 80 percent or more.
Consequently, it appears that registration and voting laws alone cannot account for the
varying levels of electoral participation in Latin America. Although voting is compulsory
in all countries except Colombia, Guatemala, and Nicaragua, the range in voter turnout is
still very large. Despite the existence of mandatory voting laws, between 9 percent and 48
percent of registered voters still abstain from voting. And though not compelled to do so
by law, the percentage of citizens who turn out to vote in Nicaragua is among the highest
in the region.
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Figure 9.3 Evolution of Electoral Turnout in Latin America, 1978–2004
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Source: Authors’ compilation.
Note: The computation of the regional average for a given year includes turnout figures for countries
considered at that time to be democratic. The elections included are the same as those in the tables in
Appendix 2.

Trends in Electoral Participation
How has the level of electoral turnout in Latin America evolved from 1978 to 2004? Is there
a clear and persistent upward or downward trend in electoral participation? Figure 9.3 plots
the average turnout for 18 Latin American countries in presidential and legislative elections
from 1978 to 2004. Given that elections occur only every four or five years in most countries,
the turnout value for one election is included in the computation of the regional average
for a period of four years, including the year before the election actually took place; the year
of the election; and the two years following the election. In this way the figure computed
for the average regional turnout is not distorted by the differences in the particular set of
countries included in each year’s average.
The average turnout in presidential elections fell from 77 percent in 1985 to 69 percent
in 2004. Turnout in legislative elections declined by a sharper 13 percent—from 75 to 62
percent. This downward trend may not reflect a general decline in turnout in most countries of the region, but rather the gradual inclusion after 1985 of four newly democratic
countries characterized by lower levels of turnout than the 14 countries included previously. However, a careful analysis shows that the downward trend does indeed reflect a
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80

6

The complexities of the ballot in Brazilian legislative elections resulted in an extremely large proportion of blank
or invalid votes cast (close to 30 percent) until the 1998 election. As a result of improvements in the voting system, 15 percent more ballots in legislative elections were validly cast for a party or candidate in the 1998 elections
than previously. This increase offset the decrease in votes cast as a share of registered voters.
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decline in turnout in the countries of the region. The average turnout in the four countries
added to the sample after 1985 is, if anything, greater than in the 14 countries previously
included. Thus, the average decline in turnout could actually be slightly higher than 7
percent.
However, this aggregate trend, although significant, is not yet cause for serious
alarm. Supporting this benign assessment is the fact that average turnout as a share
of registered voters for presidential elections has remained steady since 1991, hovering
around 70 percent. Nevertheless, it is important that the trend should not accelerate, and
that the gap in turnout between presidential and legislative elections should not widen
in the future.
The aggregate trend lines in Figure 9.3 conceal widely divergent patterns in different
countries across the region: Data for individual countries do not show a neat conformity
to the aggregate regional trend of gradual decline. Some countries show unambiguous declines or increases in turnout, while others show relative stability and unpredictable upward
and downward movements (Table 9.4 and Appendix 2).
Turnout has clearly fallen during the period in Venezuela, Ecuador, and Honduras. In
Venezuela, turnout as a share of registered voters declined from approximately 87 percent in
1978 to 56 percent in 2000; in Ecuador, the shift was from 81 percent in 1979 to 65 percent
in 2002; and in Honduras, from 76 percent in 1981 to 66 percent in 2001.
Apart from these three countries, where the turnout trend is unambiguously downward,
there are a few countries where there is a visible, but more moderate, reduction in voter
turnout. Turnout in Costa Rica was stable at around 80 percent until the 1994 elections,
but then dropped in the subsequent three elections (1998, 2002, and 2006) when it fell to
a level of about 65 percent. In Argentina, since the elections of 1983 there has been a fairly
moderate but steady decline in turnout, from 86 percent in 1983 to 78 percent in 2003. In the
case of Chile, turnout fell slightly from an extraordinarily high initial level of more than 94
percent in 1990 to about 90 percent in 1999 and 87 percent in 2005. But measured as a percentage of the voting-age population, turnout fell much more dramatically in Chile—from
89 percent to 63 percent.
Several cases show an inconclusive trend in voter turnout. For example, in Nicaragua
turnout fell by 10 percent between 1990 and 1996. However, this reflected an increase in the
number of registered voters, not a decline in the absolute number of voters; furthermore,
data for 2001 are quite consistent with data for previous years. In Guatemala, Brazil, and
El Salvador downward trends have reversed in the most recent elections.6 In Guatemala
and Brazil, increased levels of turnout have persisted for two consecutive elections. In
El Salvador, where turnout had fallen steadily since 1984, turnout for the 2004 elections
reached a historic high of about 67 percent.
Only in two countries was there an upward trend in turnout during the period of
study, but in neither case was it very pronounced or definitive. In Paraguay, turnout as a

Effects of Macro Factors
It is useful to examine some of the macro factors (shown in Table 9.1) that may have influenced the patterns of voter turnout discussed in the previous section.
To what extent could the overall downward trend in voter turnout be due to a posttransition voting effect? As previously mentioned, unusually high turnout is expected during the first or “foundational” elections in a democratizing country. Given that most of the
countries included in the study experienced transitions from authoritarian to democratic
regimes during the 1978–2004 period, the overall drop in turnout could be a function of a
decline in electoral participation in each country after an unusually high initial level. The
data, however, do not convincingly support this scenario. Fourteen countries in the region
experienced definitive transitions to democracy in which foundational elections can be
identified. In eight of those—Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala,
Nicaragua, and Panama—turnout in the transition-year election was indeed higher than

7

The dramatic fall in participation in the 1998 legislative elections can be attributed to the fact that, beginning in
that year, elections for president were not held concurrently.
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share of registered voters rose dramatically from 54 percent in 1989 to 69 percent and 81
percent in 1993 and 1998, respectively. But given that the number of voters who actually
went to the polls decreased between 1989 and 1993, the apparent increase between the
first two elections in the democratic period was due to the inflated voter registry used
in the 1989 election. As a consequence, turnout as a share of registered voters was underestimated for the 1989 election (Riquelme and Riquelme, 1997). Nevertheless, there
were real increases in absolute and relative turnout between the 1993 and 1998 elections,
since turnout as a share of the voting-age population approached 60 percent after having
hovered in the 50 percent range. However, there was a deterioration in the 2003 elections
to turnout levels below those of 1993 (47 percent, in terms of voting-age population). In
Uruguay, there was a clear though not very significant upward trend from 87 percent in
1984 to 91 percent in 1999. Although this trend is not very significant, it is remarkable
nonetheless that Uruguay has maintained such a high level of electoral participation over
the last 20 years.
In the five remaining countries in the study, no clear trend can be discerned. In Mexico
and Colombia, turnout has moved up and down erratically with no apparent trend in either
direction. In the Dominican Republic, turnout declined from 1978 to 1990, but rose in the
three presidential elections after 1990, surpassing the 1978 level, only to fall again in 2004.7
In Panama, turnout has been relatively constant over four elections. In Peru, a downward
trend that started with the second post-transition election of 1985 was reversed in 2000
and 2001, as turnout rose from about 74 percent in 1995 to about 82 percent (as a share of
registered voters) in 2000 and 2001. Taking all the countries into account—even those where
the trend is not very significant or long-term—we find that turnout has declined in eight
countries and risen at least modestly in two countries. In the remaining eight countries,
there has been little long-term change, or the trend is ambiguous.

Figure 9.4 Average Turnout in Transition Year Elections versus
Subsequent Elections, 1978–2004
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that in the following election, as well as higher than the average turnout in all other posttransition elections (Figure 9.4). Data for the remaining six countries, however, are less
conclusive. When turnout is measured as a share of the voting age population, in only five
countries is turnout in a foundational election higher than in the following election, or
higher than the average turnout in all other post-transitional elections. In short, although
foundational elections can produce a temporary increase in voter turnout owing to initial
popular enthusiasm, they do not appear to be a determining factor in the overall downward
trend in the region.
Laws related to registration and voting are also among the various politico-institutional factors that can affect turnout. Based on the classification of countries shown in
Table 9.2, we computed the average number of registered voters and average turnout by
type of registration system (voluntary, compulsory, or automatic) and type of voting system
(voluntary or compulsory, and with or without enforced sanctions). Table 9.5 reveals a clear,
significant correlation between mandatory voting and turnout as a share of registered voters. Accordingly, countries like Bolivia, Chile, Ecuador, Peru, and Uruguay, where voting is
mandatory and penalties for abstention are enforced, tend to have higher voter turnouts
than do countries with voluntary voting systems, such as Venezuela, Colombia, Guatemala,
and Nicaragua.
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90

Average
number of
registered voters,
1990–2004
(% of voting
age population)

Average
turnout,
1990–2004
(% of
registered
voters)

Type of

Voluntary

82.5

n.a.

registration system

Compulsory

88.0

n.a.

Automatic

94.4

n.a.

Type of voting

Voluntary

n.a.

58.0

system

Compulsory, no penalties

n.a.

65.3

Compulsory, penalties not

n.a.

72.0

n.a.

81.5

enforced
Compulsory, penalties enforced
Correlation between average number of registered
voters over period and registration system

0.417

Correlation between type of voting system and

0.608 **

average turnout
Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Averages include legislative and presidential elections from 1990 until 2004. n.a. = not applicable.
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level.

Although the correlation between the type of voter registration system and the proportion of the voting-age population that is registered is not significant, regional averages for
each type of registration system suggest that levels of voter registration tend to be greater
under automatic systems than in systems with voluntary registration, the difference being
in excess of 10 percentage points.
What these data confirm is that the combination of automatic voter registration and
mandatory voting with enforced penalties is the institutional arrangement that favors the
highest level of voter participation.
The perceived efficiency, integrity, and transparency of political processes and institutions affect levels of electoral participation, as indicated in Table 9.1. In the following figures
we examine the impact of these factors with reference to an index of political freedom and
measures of corruption and government effectiveness.
Countries in which democratic freedoms are more highly respected tend to have somewhat higher rates of turnout (Figure 9.5). This correlation appears to be higher when just the
Latin American countries are considered. Even when other factors such as income levels,
literacy rates, and the degree of ethnolinguistic fragmentation are considered, the influence
of the scope and depth of democratic freedoms remain weak, but significant. Thus, the ex-
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Table 9.5. Correlation of Types of Registration and Voting Systems
with Levels of Registration and Turnout

Figure 9.5 Turnout versus Democratic Freedoms
2
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Democratic freedoms, 1990–2004

Source: Authors’ compilation based on data from International IDEA (2006) and Freedom House (2005).
Note: The figure plots for each country the average percentage of the voting age population that voted
in legislative elections from 1990 to 2004 against an index of democratic freedoms calculated as the average of the Freedom House ratings for political rights and civil liberties (inverted so that larger scores
equate to more freedom).

tent of political freedom and competition, and perhaps the depth of respect for democratic
principles, appear to play a role in motivating or sustaining electoral participation.
Moreover, the level of electoral participation appears to affect the quality of governance.
Higher levels of electoral turnout are associated, at least to some degree, with the absence
of corruption and better governmental performance (Figure 9.6). This relation is stronger
when one takes into account the extent of political information (or inquisitive capacity) of
citizens (Adserà, Boix, and Payne, 2003).

Effects of Micro Factors
The previous section focused on the influence of macro (country-level) factors on crossnational variation in levels of electoral participation. This section centers on the factors
that affect whether individuals decide to participate or not in the electoral process. Most of
the data on these micro factors come from Latinobarómetro (1996–2004), the only source that
covers a large number of countries (18) using a consistent methodology and similar sets of
questions. This analysis draws on the results of a 2004 survey, the most recent at the time
this work was carried out.
Educational attainment is one of the micro factors presented in Table 9.3 that influences the level of electoral participation. This indicator, which partially captures the concept
of socioeconomic status, is a key factor in understanding participation. As previously men-
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Turnout in legislative elections, 1990–2004
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Figure 9.6 Turnout versus Government Performance
a. Turnout and the absence of corruption
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b. Turnout and government effectiveness
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Sources: Authors’ compilation based on data from Kaufmann, Kraay, and Mastruzzi (2005) (absence of
corruption and government effectiveness) and from International IDEA (2006) (electoral participation).
Note: Countries with an average score of 2.5 or less in the average Freedom House rating of political
rights and civil liberties (i.e., countries rated as “not free”) are left out of the analysis. It is assumed
that in such countries, electoral participation has little value in holding officials accountable, given that
voting is not free and voluntary. In some of these cases, higher turnout levels may reflect the coercive
capacity of the government.
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Absence of corruption, 1996–2004

2.5

8

It is to be expected that declared intentions to vote in a survey would exceed the actual percentage voting in a
typical election, because intention is obviously different from action and respondents may not want to admit to
an interviewer that they will not vote, especially when voting is obligatory. Whereas 70 percent of respondents
across the region declared an intention to vote, only 61 percent of the voting-age population typically turns out.
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tioned, it is very closely linked conceptually both to political attitudes, such as degree of
interest in politics and level of political knowledge, and to civic attitudes, such as objective
and subjective competence. Gender is another micro factor that would be expected to affect
electoral participation. To the extent that this factor affects who decides to vote, it may also
affect the degree to which women are effectively represented in the political process. The
relevance of ethnicity is not examined since comparable data were not available.
To explore the factors affecting individual choices to participate (or not) in elections,
we considered responses from the following question from Latinobarómetro: “If elections were
held this Sunday, for which party would you vote?” Those who responded by answering either “I don’t vote,” “For none,” or “I’m not registered” were classified as individuals planning
not to participate in elections, while all other respondents were identified as intending to
vote. Included in the second group were not only individuals who mentioned a particular
party, but also those who indicated they were “undecided” about which party they preferred
and those who replied that they would cast blank or invalid votes, given that all those
responses still indicate an intention to go to the polls. Survey respondents who failed to
answer the question were not included in the analysis.8
Before continuing our exploration of the effects of variables related to citizen attitudes
toward politics and the performance of democratic institutions, we pause to ask if those
who are fundamentally opposed to democracy as a system of government are also those
least likely to vote (or, more precisely, to express an intention to vote). One would expect
that individuals who believe in the democratic system would be more likely to want to take
part in one of its fundamental processes. However, our results indicate that an individual’s
preference for a democratic or authoritarian form of government is not strongly related to
his or her tendency to either vote or abstain (Table 9.6). Contrary to what may be expected,
the probability that individuals who prefer democracy will go to the polls is barely four
percentage points higher than the probability that those who, under some circumstances
would prefer authoritarian rule. In contrast, results show that those who express indifference about the type of regime they prefer are 10 percentage points less likely to vote than
those who express a preference for democracy. These results indicate that alienation from
the system or apathy about politics (expressed by the “indifferent” response) have a more
significant impact on an individual’s disposition to vote.
In the analysis that follows, in addition to educational attainment and gender, we include two variables that measure what has been termed “election efficacy,” that is, the extent to which citizens believe that elections offer a genuine opportunity for choosing parties
and candidates and that a change in the government’s composition can have a real impact
on policies. Two additional variables are trust in government and trust in political parties,
both of which are used as measures of satisfaction with democracy institutions. Two final
variables gauge individuals’ subjective knowledge of political and social issues and their

Table 9.6. Intention to Vote and Support for Democracy

Democracy is preferable to any other form

Abstain

Vote

26.0

74.0

29.4

70.6

35.7

64.3

28.8

71.2

of government
In some circumstances, authoritarian government
may be preferable
People like me don’t care if the system of
government is democratic or of any other type of rule
Total
Source: Authors’ compilation using data from Latinobarómetro 2004.
2
Note: N = 19,605; r = 129.54, 2 degrees of freedom; p = .000.

level of interest in politics. Variables associated with contextual factors are not included
because data on election campaigns in each country are lacking.
The Pearson correlations among the above-mentioned variables are given in Table
9.7. The coefficients can have a value between 0 and 1, or 0 and −1, with plus or minus
signs (+, −) showing whether the correlation between two variables is positive or negative,
and the value itself showing the magnitude or strength of the correlation. Thus, the larger
the coefficient, the stronger the association between the variables. Coefficients marked
by asterisks indicate whether and to what extent the correlation found from the sampled
population is statistically significant, that is, generalizable to the whole population. A
single asterisk indicates that the probability is 95 percent, while two asterisks indicate a
probability of 99 percent. The correlation coefficients lacking an asterisk are not statistically significant.
Highly educated men are the group most likely to participate in elections. However, the
low coefficients and lack of statistical significance of the relationships in many countries
suggest that the variation in intention to vote between genders and across levels of educational attainment is not large. Education does seem to play an important role in predicting
a subject’s level of interest in politics. Respondents with higher levels of educational attainment are significantly more likely to be interested in politics than those who are less educated. Likewise, levels of interest in politics are very closely related to whether individuals
decide to vote. The correlation between these two variables for the regional sample is 0.254,
and remains significant at the level of individual countries.9 It can be argued that an interest in politics is a bridge between political participation and education, in the sense that

9

Argentina −0.147; Bolivia −0.124; Brazil −0.207; Colombia −0.245; Costa Rica −0.330; Chile −0.300; Ecuador
−0.139; El Salvador −0.289; Guatemala −0.280; Honduras −0.342; Mexico −0.137; Nicaragua −0.306; Panama
−0.283; Paraguay −0.232; Peru −0.083; Uruguay −0.154; Venezuela −0.274; Dominican Republic −0.274. (All correlations are significant at the 0.01 level.)
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political
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Trust in
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Trust in
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Belief in efficacy
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offer real
option to choose
parties and
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Education
candidates
of voting

Sociodemographic
factors

Table 9.7. Factors Affecting Citizens’ Choice to Participate in Elections
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Source: Authors’ compilation using data from Latinobarómetro 2004.
Note: N = 19,605.
* = significant at the 0.05 level. ** = significant at the 0.01 level.
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Table 9.7. (continued)

Figure 9.7 Intention to Vote and Interest in Politics
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Source: Authors’ compilation using data from Latinobarómetro 2004.
Note: Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level.
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education fosters interest in politics, which in turn stimulates the search for information on
political and social affairs and increases the likelihood that citizens will be politically active
and participate by voting.
Taking the pooled averages for the entire sample of countries, the variables that are
most closely associated with electoral participation at the individual level are, in descending order: trust in political institutions (particularly in political parties), the amount of
information received through the mass media, the degree of satisfaction with democracy,
and the importance attributed to elections as mechanisms for choosing among different
political parties and candidates.
When the data are aggregated at the national level, comparisons can be made among
countries, and a more accurate picture emerges of how countries are situated along both
dimensions (Figures 9.7–9.10).
Among the most striking results is that voters who are dissatisfied with how the system
is working and do not consider elections as opportunities to bring about change find less
reason to vote. And countries whose citizens consider elections to be effective in achieving change are those with the highest levels of electoral participation. People abstain from
voting not because they consider their vote to have no chance of changing the election
results—a belief that would be rational, given the low mathematical probability of one vote
influencing the outcome—but rather because they believe that, regardless of who wins,

Figure 9.8 Intention to Vote and Knowledge of Political and Social Issues
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Source: Authors’ compilation using data from Latinobarómetro 2004.
Note: Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level.

Figure 9.9 Intention to Vote and Confidence in Political Institutions
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Note: Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level.
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Figure 9.10 Intention to Vote and Importance Accorded Voting
as an Instrument of Change
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Source: Authors’ compilation using data from Latinobarómetro 2004.
Note: Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level.

significant changes will not occur. In other words, they consider that the existing field of
candidates and parties does not offer opportunity for real change.
Related to this, a final political factor presented in Table 9.3 that influences levels of
electoral participation is the belief in the integrity and fairness of the electoral process.
Data from the 18 Latin American countries in the study indicate that this factor is clearly
associated with levels of electoral participation (Figure 9.11). Despite efforts in the region
to reduce or eliminate electoral fraud, citizens in various countries are not persuaded that
electoral processes are sufficiently clean or fair. This factor’s relationship to electoral participation suggests that measures to strengthen public confidence in elections could increase
voter turnout.

Conclusions
Electoral participation varies considerably from one country to another in Latin America.
Based on recent election results, in only two countries does more than 80 percent of the
voting-age population participate in elections. In five countries, between 70 percent and 80
percent participate; in another five, between 60 percent and 70 percent participate. In the
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remaining six countries fewer than 60 percent of voters participate, and in a couple of these
the figure is as low as 40 percent.
The level of electoral participation has declined modestly across the region since the
mid-1980s, although it appears to have stabilized in more recent presidential elections. On
the whole, turnout appears to have declined consistently in eight countries. Of these, the
decline was especially sharp in three countries. Only in two countries has the trend been
at least modestly positive. In the rest, there has either been little change or an ambiguous
pattern of change.
Thus, in the region as a whole, the trends in turnout point neither to a clear crisis of
representation nor to a growing legitimization of democracy. On average, about 61 percent
of eligible citizens vote in major national elections. In absolute terms, the regular abstention of almost 40 percent of Latin Americans of voting age from a process so fundamental
to the workings of democracy would appear to suggest a substantial deficiency in the
region’s democratic systems. However, given that a lower proportion of citizens vote in some
stable and apparently successful democracies, such as the United States (50 percent) or
Switzerland (45 percent), this fact by itself may not be cause for serious concern. Relative to
other regions, Latin American turnout is roughly in the middle of the pack: below Western
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Turnout as a percentage of registered voters (average, 1990s)

Figure 9.11 Intention to Vote and the Integrity of the Electoral Process
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and Central Europe but above the poorer and less democratic regions of Sub-Saharan
Africa, the Middle East, and North Africa. If participation levels of the more established democracies are taken as a standard, then one could argue that the Latin American systems
could benefit from higher levels of voting.
But these conclusions suggest that the reasons why people abstain from voting are
just as important as turnout levels. While the relative quantity of electoral participation
is important, essentially for what these numbers can reveal about legitimacy and inclusion across sectors, understanding the underlying reasons for abstention is fundamental.
Individuals’ rationales for not voting can vary extensively from one case to the next and so
have different implications for democracy. There is a significant difference between having
a large number of citizens stay away from the polls because they are alienated from the
system or protesting it, and having them stay away because they are more or less satisfied
(“things are not going as well as I’d like, but not so bad that I’ll make the effort to vote”).
In the first case, individuals fail to vote because they believe they simply cannot affect the
workings of the system and that regardless of their actions, real change will not occur. The
second case reflects relative satisfaction with and trust in the system: since no imminent
hazards seem to threaten one’s current quality of life, there is less need for action.
Finally, among the various reasons that explain why citizens vote or abstain, the public
perception that voting has a tangible purpose is of particular importance. Countries whose
citizens perceive that the electoral process functions well, that viable options exist, and that
change can bring concrete improvements in living conditions are also the countries with
higher relative numbers of politically active citizens, at least in terms of participation in
elections. The logic is quite clear: there are no benefits without costs, but it is unreasonable
to expect citizens to assume costs with no benefits in sight.
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Gauging Public Support
for Democracy
Democracy is like oxygen.
People neither talk nor worry about it,
but if you take it away from them,
they will react and begin to stir.
—Fernando Henrique Cardoso

With tremendous challenges posed by economic volatility, high levels of poverty and
inequality, and high rates of crime and violence, democracy remains under stress in many
countries in Latin America. Because the consolidation of democracy rests, at least partly,
on public support that accumulates over time, it is understandable that in many countries
the advent of democratic regimes has not yet been accompanied by full institutionalization
of democratic practices and rules.
The legitimacy of the democratic system depends in part on public acceptance of the
set of values on which the political system rests. This first dimension of support for democracy is what David Easton identifies as “diffuse support” (1975). Diffuse support implies that
citizens share a set of deep-seated political values that permeate the society’s collective
imagination. However, ideas and values are not the sole determinants of public attitudes
toward democracy. The way values are translated into concrete political practice is also
essential in determining the level of public support for democracy, a form of support that
Easton terms “specific support.” In other words, prospects for expanding the legitimacy
of democratic systems hinge significantly on the performance of the system’s institutions
and political actors, and on the results of the policies adopted through its decision-making
processes (Norris, 1999; Dalton, 1999; Klingemann, 1999).
In this chapter we examine attitudes toward democracy in the countries of Latin
America between 1996 and 2004. The primary emphasis is on comparing levels of support
for democracy as a system of government and for its institutions across countries of the
region. But to broaden the perspective, the findings for Latin America are also compared
with those of other world regions. Given the absence of cross-national comparative data, it
is not possible to systematically study the evolution of public attitudes toward democracy
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over the entire period of the study. However, we use data from the Latinobarómetro surveys to
analyze recent trends in the region and to underpin our assessment of changes over time in
particular countries. One reason to assess public attitudes toward democracy and its institutions is to examine progress toward legitimizing and consolidating democratic regimes.
Two decades after the onset of Latin America’s “third wave” of democratization, how solid
are the region’s democracies? To what extent can they be expected to withstand current and
future pressures and threats?
Clearly, the actions and decisions of politicians affect levels of public satisfaction with
and trust in not only politicians, but also the political system and, therefore, in democracy.
Levels of public satisfaction and trust, in turn, affect the performance of politicians and
democratic institutions, and therefore the political system itself. A certain minimum level of
public trust is necessary to enable the government to make the tough decisions that have to
be made when managing an economy and implementing public policies, especially during
a crisis. In addition, where public trust in politicians and the democratic system is low, one
may expect that fewer citizens will participate in politics (as the previous chapter showed).
Low levels of citizen involvement and interest are likely to undermine the accountability of
elected officials to the citizenry and may create biases in representation, spurring further
disenchantment. Similarly, if citizens do not trust political parties, those parties will be less
able to perform their key functions of articulating and aggregating citizens’ preferences. A
weakening of political parties will tend to promote an increasingly personalistic and particularistic form of representation in which the broader public interest is lost in a cacophony of
narrow and regionally concentrated demands.
According to a classification set forth in Norris (1999), a refinement of the typology of
Easton (1975) referred to above, support for democracy may be assessed at several different levels, ranging from a fairly diffuse basis of evaluation to a more specific one. The first
level we consider here refers to support for the political community, meaning that citizens are
bound together by a sense of pride in their nation and are able to cooperate politically in
pursuit of common objectives.1 The second level refers to support for core regime principles.
Survey questions addressing this matter gauge the extent to which citizens agree with such
democratic values as freedom, participation, tolerance, and compromise, and whether they
agree that democracy is the best form of government.
The third level of evaluation concerns regime performance, meaning support for how democratic or authoritarian regimes function in practice. In cross-national surveys, this is usually
measured by citizens’ responses to a question asking them to rate their degree of “satisfaction with the functioning of democracy” (or “satisfaction with the way democracy works”).
This measurement is more ambiguous than that for the previous dimension, however, since
alternative interpretations are possible. Some respondents may still center their attention
on democracy as a value, while others will primarily consider the performance of the incumbent government or a series of previous governments.
The fourth level of evaluation relates to support for regime institutions such as the government, executive, legislature, judiciary, public administration, political parties, police, and

Reasons for Discontent with Democracy
Citizens’ discontent with democracy’s performance can spring from a range of sources, some
of which may particularly affect new democracies. In the late 1970s, democratic transitions
in Ecuador, the Dominican Republic, and Peru launched a regionwide trend that culminated
with democratic transitions in Panama, Paraguay, Chile, and Nicaragua around 1990. Despite
the fact that the transition process was accompanied by great uncertainty and left areas of
social conflict unresolved in some cases, citizens generally embraced the advent of democracy and felt a renewed sense of optimism and confidence in their country’s political future.
Citizens and political parties reactivated quickly, and democratic institutions resumed
or initiated the performance of their basic functions, filling the void left by departing military officers or nondemocratic civilian incumbents. In the countries that had had little previous experience with democratic governance, the transition process was inevitably more difficult, since it entailed not only the creation of democratic institutions and procedures but
also the formation of a new institutional culture that had to be internalized by participants.
Where democratic institutions had already functioned but had ceased to operate during
military rule, establishing the basic rule of law and democratic practices was typically more
rapid and less complicated.
The predominant public attitude during the first years of democracy was to give the recently restored or created institutions some time to assume their responsibilities and fulfill
their roles. But the democratic honeymoon in most cases did not last very long. Citizens’
demands grew, social conflicts reactivated, and in most cases public disappointment in the
performance of democratic governance escalated.

2

3

In 1999 and 2000 just one survey was completed. Thus, surveys are available for the years 1996, 1997, 1998,
1999/2000, 2001, 2002, 2003, and 2004.
Eurobarometer 48 (1997) to Eurobarometer 61 (2004); Inglehart (2000), which presents the World Values Surveys
for 1990–93 and 1995–97.
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military. Survey items focusing on institutions gauge confidence in the institution broadly
considered, rather than in particular individuals associated with it. This level of evaluation
allows for a deeper and more differentiated consideration of regime performance, separating somewhat the matter of incumbent government performance from that of the more
permanent institutional elements of the regime.
Finally, the fifth level of evaluation is that of support for political authorities, meaning
trust in both the political class as a whole and in individual political leaders. This is usually
measured by citizens’ responses to a question asking them to rate their degree of trust in
politicians.
The regional trends evaluated below are based mainly on our analysis of results from
the eight surveys done by Latinobarómetro from 1996 to 2004.2 We used those surveys to make
comparisons across countries and to analyze trends over time in attitudes toward democracy. In addition, comparisons are made with European countries and the United States
using data from the Eurobarometer and the World Values Survey.3
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Some of this growing disenchantment can be attributed to the always-negative correlation between idealized expectations of democracy and actual performance under difficult
political and economic circumstances. The democracies that emerged in the late 1970s
endured unfavorable economic conditions that were due in part to debt burdens inherited
from preceding authoritarian regimes. Countries faced the collapse of the existing economic
development model, limited access to international financial resources, and shocks in the
international financial system. In addition, these difficulties occurred during a period of
large-scale change in the international terms of trade and the imposition of difficult deprivations stemming from structural adjustments, which in many cases constrained and
undermined state capacity to provide services to citizens.
Tensions over the principles that legitimize a political system typically intensify during
periods of rapid change or instability. When an institution loses legitimacy, the basis for its
authority and its very existence come into question. At the same time, incipient political
regimes generate expectations and demands. From the perspective of rational utility, taking
on the cost of regime change can be justified only if the benefits one expects in return are
significantly greater than the benefits already existing in the current regime. In relatively
new regimes, legitimacy is earned in large part through the outputs generated by the system. New institutions cannot depend on the strength of tradition; they must earn public
acceptance through concrete action.
Thus, two types of mechanisms are fundamental for increasing the legitimacy of democratic systems: one type is oriented toward results and the delivery of goods and services;
the other is oriented toward inputs, or the processes by which decisions are made. Sartori
(1997) and Scharpf (1999) use the term output-oriented to refer to the first dimension, in which
the focus is “government for the people” (that is, on what goods and services the government provides) rather than on “government by the people” (that is, the processes through
which power is allocated and decisions made).
The second type of mechanism for generating legitimacy is oriented toward processes,
or the “factors of production” of democracy (Sartori, 1997: 521). From this perspective, the
legitimacy of a political system comes from citizens’ acknowledgement and acceptance of
the rules of decision making and power sharing that govern the system independent of the
results generated through these rules.
Naturally, the two mechanisms are complementary rather than mutually exclusive. It is
reasonable to assume that levels of satisfaction with democracy and, therefore, of the legitimacy of the democratic system are directly proportional to the degree of satisfaction with
democratic institutions along both dimensions. However, it is also logical that in a newly
established democracy, in which institutions have not had the chance to acquire legitimacy
over a period of time, assessments of the regime will tend to be based to a greater degree
on regime outputs. As a result, it is important in comparing attitudes toward democracy
across the countries in the region to take into consideration the extent of their democratic
experiences.
As noted above, the socioeconomic context of many countries during the 1978–2004
period contributed to the erosion of the initial reserve of public trust in democratic institutions. The cutoff of foreign lending, public financial crises, and skyrocketing inflation
signaled that the previous statist and protectionist models of development were no longer

4

The countries rated as free were Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, Costa Rica, the Dominican Republic, El Salvador,
Mexico, Panama, and Uruguay. Those rated as partially free were Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, Guatemala,
Honduras, Nicaragua, Paraguay, Peru, and Venezuela.
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viable. Faced with large macroeconomic imbalances and financing constraints, democratic
governments were forced to adopt austerity policies and, in some cases, reduce the scope
of the state and its role in the economy. While their aim was to promote long-term growth,
these polices exacerbated immediate economic difficulties, especially for the poor, and
heightened social tensions. Regardless of the real causes of these economic problems,
democratic governments and institutions absorbed the blame for the painful remedies adopted to surmount the economic crisis. And Latin America’s fledgling democracies were not
alone in dealing with such problems. Severe economic distress and the need for structural
adjustment and economic transformation also prompted public disillusionment with many
of the emerging democracies in Central and Eastern Europe, Africa, and, after 1997, Asia.
Among the process- or input-oriented mechanisms affecting legitimacy, the poor performance of politicians and political institutions appears to have contributed to growing
frustration in many countries. Citizens reacted negatively to the inability of governments
to make sound and effective decisions either on their own or in the face of recalcitrant
legislative opposition. They also objected to the poor and deteriorating quality of public
services and to the dishonest and corrupt conduct of politicians, as well as their remoteness
from constituents. Though such problems may not have been worse than under previous
regimes, they were certainly more exposed and intensely reported by the media in the new
democratic setting.
Public management in most cases lacked suitable institutions to ensure the neutrality,
efficiency, and transparency of public policies. The absence of fair, consistent, consensusbased rules of power sharing meant that public policies were more likely to benefit the
few—and respond to particularistic interests—and less likely to ensure a certain degree of
universality in public policy outputs.
Growing public dissatisfaction was also a result of ongoing deficiencies in the fulfillment of democratic values. As shown in Chapter 1 (Figure 1.1), the average scores of the
region’s countries in Freedom House’s 2004 indexes of political rights and civil liberties
placed it in the category “partly free” rather than “free.” Nine of the 18 Latin American countries in the study were rated as “free,” while the other half were considered “partly free,” the
latter due to deficiencies in guaranteeing civil rights or in the scope afforded free expression
and political organization.4
Trends in political support for democracy across the world—including the more established democracies—suggest that other, more global, phenomena may also have contributed to growing citizen disenchantment with democratic institutions. Studies by Norris
(1999) and Dalton (1999) show a mixed trend in established democracies with respect to the
different dimensions of support for democracy. Support for the ideal of democracy remains
quite strong; but the level of satisfaction with the performance of democratic regimes varies across time and place without exhibiting any clear trend. Available survey data from the
1950s onward show a significant, though not severe, decline in trust in political authorities,
as well as in political institutions such as parties and legislatures.

Diffuse Support for the Political Community
In recent years scholars have renewed their interest in the importance of trust and social
capital for the effective functioning of representative governments and for social and
economic development (Putnam, 1993; Fukuyama, 1995; Boix and Posner, 1998). One
hypothesis is that a decline in social capital, in the form of social networks and levels of
interpersonal trust, may infect the relationship between citizens and government and lead
to a loss of trust in political institutions.
To the extent that social trust captures the disposition of citizens to cooperate on behalf
of common objectives, it can be taken as one measure of support for the political community.
Interpersonal trust measures the capacity of citizens to create and maintain relationships
of trust with one another. It is therefore intimately related to a sense of belonging to a community of peers. Levels of interpersonal trust have some effect on political participation and
attitudes, such as the level of public trust in political institutions, as shown below.
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Several factors may underlie disenchantment with politicians and institutions in established as well as emerging democracies, among them the change in the modalities of
political representation that resulted from the weakening of ideological divisions associated
with the end of the Cold War, the ascendance of television and other forms of mass communication, and the globalization of politics. As a consequence of these factors, traditional
social class and ideological bases for citizens’ political identity and for the cohesion of
political parties have been undermined. Thus, citizens and parties have to some degree
lost their bearings, while at the same time new issues have emerged—such as the environment, human rights, and crime—that traditional structures of representation are struggling
to incorporate (Inglehart, 1990 and 1997). Meanwhile, the growing importance of television
news and advertising has enhanced the personalization of the links between public officials
and citizens, undermining the salience and importance of political parties as intermediary
institutions. The decline in citizen identification with particular political parties and the loss
of confidence in representative institutions in established democracies may stem from this
blurring of the historic lines of social division, and from changes in the forms of electoral
competition and representation.
Like mass communication, the erosion of the power of national governments (or nationstates) transcends the regions of the globe. That loss has come from above, with the globalization of politics and economic policy, and from below, with decentralization. Abetted
by the ever-expanding reach of international economic forces, the creation of transnational
governmental and trading institutions such as the European Union, the World Trade
Organization, Mercosur, and the North American Free Trade Agreement is shifting economic
power away from nations and toward external actors and forces. In many countries decentralization has weakened the authority and responsibilities of national governments. While
this “outsourcing” of what used to be national governmental responsibilities in the end may
be beneficial for citizens, public perceptions of the efficacy of national governments and
institutions may, at least in the short term, be negatively affected.

Table 10.1. Interpersonal Trust in Latin America
Percentage of respondents who agreed with the proposition

1996

1998 1999/2000 2002

2004 1996–2004

majority of people

20

21

16

18

15

18

77

76

82

78

81

79

3

3

2

4

3

3

One can never be sufficiently
careful in relations with others
No response
Source: Latinobarómetro 1996–2004.

One of the most salient features of Latin America’s political culture is the low level of
interpersonal trust. Responses to the Latinobarómetro surveys for the past five years (Table
10.1) show that from an already low level of about 20 percent, the share of respondents
who say that they trust most people fell to a still lower level of 15 percent in 2004. Only in
Uruguay do more than 30 percent of respondents say they can trust other people most of
the time. In 14 of the countries surveyed, the level of interpersonal trust is below 20 percent.
In Brazil, it has been around or below 5 percent since 1997.
Data from the World Values Survey (1990–93) reveal considerably higher levels of interpersonal trust in most countries of Western Europe, as well as in the United States, Canada,
and Japan. On average, about 47 percent of respondents in Western European countries say
that they can trust others, while 51 percent, 53 percent, and 42 percent say so in the United
States, Canada, and Japan, respectively.
The efficient operation of markets, governmental institutions and other forms of social
relations requires an environment in which mutually beneficial transactions can be regularly
carried out between individuals and groups, without undue reliance on outside enforcement. Greater trust among individuals should foster greater cooperation in the pursuit of
social ends and encourage participation in civic associations and community affairs, as well
as greater cooperation within organizations (including legislatures and government agencies), thus enabling them to be more effective in the pursuit of the public good.
Responses to the Latinobarómetro surveys provide some support for the notion that there
is a link between interpersonal trust and the proclivity to participate in politics. Respondents
who said that they trust others are 27 percent more likely than those who distrust others to
say that they participate in their communities, and 23 percent more likely to say that they
talk about politics with friends.
The relationship between trust and the effectiveness of political institutions is bidirectional. Given the great reach of the government and the lower density and intensity of social
relations in modern communities, political institutions may be expected to play an important role in shaping the more diffuse and fragile trust that can develop. For trust to develop
in the modern age, rules of conduct must be enforced consistently and impartially.5 Without
5

See Newton (1999) for a discussion of the impact of modernization and social change on the development and
maintenance of social trust.
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One can trust in the

Table 10.2. Correlations between Interpersonal Trust
and Trust in Institutions
Congress

Political
parties

Judiciary

Presidency

Democratic
institutions

Argentina

0.049

0.057

0.009

0.009

0.063*

Bolivia

0.000

0.039

0.049

0.095**

0.042

Brazil

0.012

0.051

0.016

0.029

0.061*

Chile

0.082**

0.097**

0.077**

0.076*

0.106**

Colombia

0.025

0.072*

0.048

Costa Rica

0.009

0.022

0.006

−0.008

Dominican Republic

0.033

0.037

−0.008

0.007

0.080*

Ecuador

0.028

0.020

−0.028

0.082**

0.036

El Salvador

0.004

0.043

−0.017

Guatemala

0.080*

0.079*

0.098**

Honduras

0.036

0.094**

Mexico

0.001

−0.001

−0.010
0.056

Nicaragua
Panama

0.060*

−0.029

0.088**
0.008

−0.003

0.062

0.086**

0.042

0.036

0.034

0.022

−0.001

0.028

0.034

0.030

0.042

0.024

0.048

0.048

0.017

0.040

Paraguay

0.118**

0.091*

0.100*

0.026

0.067

Peru

0.003

0.022

0.000

0.073*

0.028

Uruguay

0.148**

0.164**

0.145**

0.088**

0.063*

Venezuela

0.172**

0.191**

0.140**

0.111**

0.142**

Latin America

0.046**

0.075**

0.037**

0.030**

0.048**

Source: Latinobarómetro 2004.
Note: For an explanation of how to interpret the indicators, see Chapter 9.
* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level; ** correlation is significant at the 0.01 level.
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the consistent and structured social interactions that might have existed naturally in the
past, the development of social trust would appear to be more closely dependent on reliable institutions that gain the trust of citizens. Thus, while high levels of interpersonal trust
ease the problems of governing (as well as the costs of exchange in economic markets),
steady work in building trust in governmental institutions may help foster trust in society.
Interpersonal trust is fairly weakly associated with trust in political institutions; Table
10.2 presents correlations of the two variables. A detailed analysis by country indicates
that while the correlations between these variables are statistically significant in Chile,
Guatemala, Paraguay, Uruguay, and Venezuela they are not significant in the rest of the
countries.
The low level of interpersonal trust in Latin America coexists with the broadly critical
view that citizens have of other citizens. For example, only 28 percent of Latin Americans
believe that the citizens of their own country are very or fairly honest (2001); only 34 percent believe that other citizens are aware of their duties and obligations (2003); and 77

Support for Democratic Ideals
Latinobarómetro surveys prior to 2001 reflected a fairly high level of support for democracy,
understood as a set of ideals and a form of government. On average, 61 percent of those
surveyed from 1996 to 1999/2000 endorsed the view that “democracy is preferable to all
other forms of government” (Figure 10.1). Only about 18 percent thought an authoritarian
form of government might sometimes be preferable, and about 16 percent were indifferent
between authoritarian and democratic regimes.

Figure 10.1 Support for Democracy in Latin America, 1996–2004
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Source: Latinobarómetro 1996–2004.
Note: The percentages are averages for the region.
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percent think that their fellow citizens either never or seldom comply with the law (2003)
(Latinobarómetro, 2001, 2003). These values and attitudes contribute to the weak associative
inclinations of Latin American societies and the particularly low levels of participation in
neighborhood councils, parent-teacher organizations, and other civil society organizations.
This feature of the political culture encourages the development of a social and political
order in which people typically relate individually to the political sphere instead of doing so
through social networks and associations that have the capacity to exert greater influence
on public decision making and governmental conduct.
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However, the 2001 survey revealed a dramatic drop in the share of respondents who
unequivocally embraced democracy as their preferred system of government. Less than half
(48 percent) of the respondents in that survey expressed a clear preference for democracy.
While the average levels of support for democracy in subsequent surveys were not as low
as those of 2001, the level in the years following 2001 remained appreciably lower (eight to
nine percentage points less) than in the second half of the 1990s.
Despite the decline in support for democracy, the percentage of respondents who, at
least in some circumstances, would favor authoritarianism barely changed. The highest
share registered in the entire period was about 19 percent, in 2001. Evidently, the decline
in support for democracy was replaced by apathy and indifference, entailing an increase in
the percentage of respondents who either expressed indifference about the potential types
of government, answered “don’t know,” or did not respond.
It is worth noting that the extent of the decline in support for democracy in the region
reflected in the 2001 survey was influenced by a dramatic fall in a handful of countries.
Although democracy was supported by an average of 62 percent of respondents in El
Salvador from 1996 to 2000, that support fell to 27.3 percent in the 2001 survey. Sharp declines were also observed in Panama (69.9 percent to 34.3 percent), Colombia (58.4 percent
to 36.3 percent), and Nicaragua (63.6 percent to 42.7 percent). In Argentina, Brazil, Ecuador,
Guatemala, and Paraguay the share of those affirming a preference for democracy also fell
by at least 10 percentage points.
Since then, however, support for democracy has partially recovered in these countries,
although it still has not reached the levels existing prior to 2001. Table 10.3 shows averages
by country for the two earliest years (1996 and 1997) and the two most recent years (2003
and 2004) of the Latinobarómetro surveys covered here. The share of respondents unequivocally backing democracy fell in varying degrees in all countries except Ecuador and Mexico.
Colombia, Nicaragua, Bolivia, Panama, and Guatemala recorded declines of more than 15
percentage points. Brazil and Peru recorded slightly smaller declines, though the portion of
respondents expressing support for democracy still fell below 40 percent.
These results indicate a fairly consistent reduction in public support for democracy in
the Latin American region. Although the changes have not been extremely significant, the
survey results suggest that the pro-democracy consensus that appears to have existed in the
late 1990s weakened over the past few years.
The 2003 and 2004 surveys show that the highest percentage of respondents who in
some circumstances would favor authoritarianism is found in Paraguay (42 percent, versus
39 percent supportive of democracy). This is followed by Ecuador, at 32 percent, and Bolivia,
at 21 percent. The lowest percentages are found in Costa Rica (7 percent), Uruguay (8 percent), and Nicaragua (10 percent). In general, however, the reduction in unambiguous support for democracy has resulted from an increase in indifference (and nonresponses) rather
than increases in support for authoritarianism.
It is probable that persistent dissatisfaction with social and economic conditions and
government performance has begun to erode public trust in the more abstract conception
of democracy as a set of ideals and form of government. This topic merits steady examination in the coming years, given its importance for the future of democratic governance in
the region.

Table 10.3. Support for Democracy as a System of Government in
Latin America, 1996–97 and 2003–04

Democracy
preferable

Indifferent
between
Authoritarianism authoritarian
sometimes
and democratic Don’t know/
preferable
regime
No response

Avg.
1996–
97

Avg.
2003–
04

Avg.
1996–
97

Avg.
2003–
04

Avg.
1996–
97

Avg.
2003–
04

Avg.
1996–
97

Avg.
2003–
04

73

66

15

19

10

12

3

3

Bolivia

65

47

17

21

14

21

5

11

Brazil

50

38

22

18

21

31

8

13

Chile

58

54

18

14

22

29

3

3

Colombia

64

46

17

13

17

26

2

15

Costa Rica

81

72

8

7

7

14

4

7

Dominican Rep.1

—

65

—

11

—

12

—

12

Ecuador

46

46

20

32

26

19

8

3

El Salvador

61

48

13

10

19

22

8

20

Argentina

Guatemala

49

34

24

11

18

24

10

31

Honduras

53

50

16

12

22

27

9

11

Mexico

52

53

27

14

16

30

4

3

Nicaragua

63

45

16

10

15

27

5

18

Panama

73

57

10

13

13

20

4

9

Paraguay

52

39

34

42

12

17

3

2

Peru

61

48

15

20

14

23

10

9

Uruguay

83

78

8

8

6

10

3

4

Venezuela

63

71

18

13

14

13

4

4

Latin America

62

53

17

16

16

21

5

10

Source: Latinobarómetro 1996, 1997, 2003 and 2004.
Note: Boldface indicates countries that experienced a decline in support for democracy of 15 or more percentage points. — = Data not available.
1.
Data available only for 2004.

The level of support for democracy in Europe provides a basis for comparison with that
observed in Latin America. Data from the 1990 Eurobarometer, which included 12 Western
European countries, showed that about 96 percent of respondents viewed democracy as
preferable to all other forms of government. Fewer than 2 percent thought that authoritarianism at times might be preferable.
In summary, data from the most recent Latinobarómetro surveys indicate that the fairly
robust support for democracy present at the beginning of the study period has shown some
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Percent

Satisfaction with Democracy
Public perceptions of democracy as an ideal and as a form of government are distinct from
the issue of whether citizens are satisfied with how the democratic system is working in
practice. Satisfaction with democratic performance varies more extensively over time and
is more sensitive to changes in economic conditions. For instance, support for the ideal
of democracy barely wavered in Western European countries during the 1970s, but given
spiraling inflation and growing unemployment, satisfaction with democratic performance
declined considerably in many countries.
Although the two factors are not directly related, several scholars have concluded that
sustained, effective democratic performance and, particularly, success in addressing social
and economic problems contribute to broad and fundamental support for the legitimacy
of democracy (Lipset, 1993; Diamond, Linz, and Lipset, 1989; McAllister, 1999). Thus, satisfaction over the long term with governmental performance may be a precondition for consolidating support for democratic regimes, because it allows for a reservoir of fundamental
support to be built. The regime, in turn, can draw on that support in times of crisis. Clearly,
however, the legitimacy of democratic regimes is also derived from many other factors, including the political culture, perceptions of feasible alternative regimes, the performance
of the regime in providing valued political goods, such as order, human rights, and political
freedom.
Social and economic outcomes are likely to exert a strong effect on popular perceptions
of the performance of democratic regimes in Latin America, where income levels are relatively low, poverty is widespread (40 percent of the population lives below the poverty line),
and trust in politicians and political institutions is low (Lagos, 2001). Thus, the findings of
the 2004 Latinobarómetro do not augur well for further legitimization of democracy: in 14 of
the 18 countries in the study, more than half of respondents believed that the economic
situation in their country was heading in the wrong direction; only 8 percent felt that the
economic situation in their country was good, and a growing portion—from 13 percent in
1996 to 23 percent in 2004—said that they could not provide for their basic needs with their
present incomes. Similarly, it is troublesome that 65 percent of respondents thought that
little or no progress was being achieved in the fight against crime.
Given the relatively poor assessments of the performance of democratic regimes, it is
not surprising that from 1996 to 2000, an average of just 35 percent of respondents (across
the 17 countries for all four years of the survey)6 reported that they were satisfied with the
6

Until 2004, when the Dominican Republic was added, the Latinobarómetro survey included 17 countries. The exception was 1998 when El Salvador, Honduras and Nicaragua were also excluded.
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signs of slippage. While there is little support for authoritarian alternatives, people evince
fairly high levels of indifference or apathy with respect to the basic form of their government.
As the contrast between the survey results for Latin America and Europe clearly shows, the
reservoir of support for democracy in many Latin American countries is not deep enough to
give us confidence that democracy will consistently withstand future stresses and threats.

Figure 10.2 Satisfaction with Democracy in Latin America,
1996–2004
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Source: Latinobarómetro 1996–2004.

functioning of democracy. Worse, however, the 2001 survey revealed an even lower proportion of respondents satisfied with democracy (only one out of every four citizens). In the
2002 to 2004 surveys, levels of satisfaction were lower than those of the late 1990s (Figure
10.2). It is at least some consolation that this decline in satisfaction did not translate into
a dramatic increase in the expressed level of dissatisfaction.7 As in the case of support for
democratic principles, much of the observed reduction in satisfaction with democracy was
converted into responses of indifference or no responses rather than into outright dissatisfaction.
The most recent data available show that Latin Americans are just slightly more satisfied with democracy than Central and Eastern Europeans (2004), where democracy is a still
more recent development (Figure 10.3).8 The average level of dissatisfaction with democracy
for Central and Eastern Europe was 69 percent, 4 points higher than in Latin America.
As might be expected, in the more established democracies and advanced economies
of Western Europe, the level of satisfaction with democracy is considerably higher. Even
though the average level of satisfaction with democracy in these countries fell in 2004 rela-

7

8

The percentage of those characterized as “satisfied” includes both those who responded that they were “very
satisfied” and those who responded that they were “fairly satisfied.” Those characterized as “dissatisfied” include
respondents who said that they were “not very satisfied” and those who were “not satisfied at all.”
The countries examined in the Central and Eastern European group were Bulgaria, Cyprus, Czech Republic,
Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, and Turkey (Central and Eastern
Eurobarometer, 2004).

Gauging Public Support for Democracy

283

Copyright © by the Inter-American Development Bank. All rights reserved.
For more information visit our website: www.iadb.org/pub

70

Figure 10.3 Satisfaction with Democracy in Latin America and Europe,
1997–2004
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tive to the 1997–2001 period, it is significantly higher than the level in Latin America. An
average of 54 percent of respondents sampled in Western Europe in 2004 said they were
satisfied with democracy, while just 43 percent were dissatisfied. None of the 15 Western
European countries surveyed had levels of satisfaction with democracy below the average
levels observed in Latin America for the 1997 to 2001 period or for 2004.
The individual country responses validate the view that perceptions of the efficacy of
democracy do not necessarily go hand in hand with beliefs in its legitimacy. Many countries
in which an ample majority supports democracy as a form of government are nonetheless
characterized by a low level of satisfaction with the performance of the regime. On average,
about 30 percent of the people who responded to the 2004 Latinobarómetro survey can be
labeled “dissatisfied democrats.” They prefer democracy as a system of government but are
displeased with how their governments and institutions are performing. By contrast, just 20
percent of respondents are “satisfied democrats,” believing both in the ideal of democracy
and that their democratic systems are performing reasonably well. The crucial question is
how well beliefs in the legitimacy of democracy can hold up in the face of persistent dissatisfaction with the performance of the regime.
Given the impact of economic performance and of the government’s success at satisfying basic needs on perceptions of the effectiveness of democratic regimes, it is understandable that the measure of satisfaction with democratic performance varies more widely than
does the measure of level of support for democracy as a system. Figures 10.2 and 10.3 show
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Table 10.4. Satisfaction with Democracy
Share of respondents “very satisfied” or “fairly satisfied” with democracy

1996

1997

1998

1999/
2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

1996–
2004

Costa Rica

51

68

54

61

51

75

47

47

57

Uruguay

51

65

68

69

56

53

43

45

56

Venezuela

30

36

35

55

41

40

38

42

40

Honduras

19

49

—

44

35

62

37

30

39

Dominican Rep.

—

—

—

—

—

—

—

36

36

Panama

28

39

34

47

21

44

24

35

34

Argentina

34

42

49

46

20

8

34

34

33

El Salvador

26

48

—

27

21

38

33

37

33

Nicaragua

24

51

—

16

24

59

31

21

32

Chile

27

37

32

34

23

28

33

41

32

Guatemala

17

40

57

36

17

35

21

20

30

Bolivia

25

33

34

22

16

24

25

17

25

Mexico

12

45

21

37

26

18

18

18

24

Ecuador

33

31

34

23

14

16

23

14

23

Brazil

20

23

25

19

21

21

28

28

23

Colombia

16

40

24

27

8

11

22

30

22

Peru

28

21

18

24

16

18

11

7

18

Paraguay

21

16

24

13

11

7

9

13

14

Latin America

27

40

36

35

25

33

28

29

32

Source: Latinobarómetro 1996–2004.
Note: — = Data not available.
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that the average level of satisfaction with democracy in the region as a whole decreased
slightly. Table 10.4 breaks down the results by country and year, thus providing a more detailed view of regional trends. Averages across the region show a wide variation, with Costa
Rica (57 percent) and Uruguay (56 percent) clearly standing out from the rest of the countries of the region. They are the only countries in which more than half of the respondents
expressed satisfaction with democracy. Next, with considerably lower averages than the first
two, is a group of countries led by Venezuela, where levels of satisfaction average between
30 percent and 40 percent. Mexico and six South American countries make up the lower end
of the scale, with levels of satisfaction at or below 25 percent.
Trends in the degree of satisfaction with democracy have also varied considerably at
the level of individual countries during the nine-year period of the Latinobarómetro survey.
Changes in economic performance or perceived government efficiency in addressing social
problems, heightened expectations associated with the inauguration of newly elected governments, political crises or scandals, or a combination of these may account for the wide
fluctuations in observed satisfaction with democracy.
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For example, in Nicaragua just over half (51 percent) of respondents expressed satisfaction with democracy after both the 1996 and 2001 elections, but sharp declines were observed in subsequent survey years. In Colombia, levels of satisfaction were very low in 2001
and 2002 (8 percent and 11 percent respectively), but then rose to 22 percent in 2003 and
30 percent in 2004. In Argentina, only 8 percent of respondents expressed satisfaction with
democracy in the 2002 survey, which was administered when the country was experiencing
the effects of the drastic peso devaluation. Levels of satisfaction rose fourfold in the following two years with the election of the new government and the restoration of economic
growth.
Thus, while support for the principles of democracy has been fairly strong, and was
especially so in the first four years of the Latinobarómetro survey, there has been far less
satisfaction with its actual operation and performance. Clearly, broad sectors of the population feel that democratic systems, which they support in principle, are not meeting their
expectations.
The rest of this section examines more rigorously the relationship between the performance of democratic governments and citizen satisfaction with democracy. It is reasonable
to expect that subjective perceptions of government performance rather than macroeconomic outcomes have more direct influence on how citizens evaluate democratic performance. This may be especially true in Latin America, where, because of stark inequality in
access to resources and in the distribution of wealth, increases in economic growth do not
necessarily improve the conditions of the most underprivileged social groups.
It is worth returning for a moment to the distinction made above between legitimacy as
gauged by popular satisfaction with and support for the outputs of the system, and legitimacy derived from people’s belief in political processes and institutions. The political system is the instrument through which the state undertakes its public management function.
Whereas elections provide citizens with occasional, periodic links to politics and politicians,
the actual outputs of public services make up the daily connection between citizens and
the state. Presented in Table 10.6 are the correlations between respondents’ stated level of
satisfaction with democracy and their assessments of (1) whether their country is headed in
the right or wrong direction; (2) their personal economic situation; (3) their satisfaction with
health and education services; (4) the autonomy, impartiality, and universality of interest
representation as reflected in government policies; and (5) the progress achieved in reducing corruption in state institutions.
As might be expected, the results in Table 10.5 show that respondents tend to be
more satisfied with democracy when they perceive the country to be making progress and
the government to be effective. At the regional level the correlations between satisfaction
with democracy and all variables are statistically significant. In most cases, they remain
fairly significant when one considers just individual country samples. Respondents who
believe that their country is headed in the right direction and that their country is governed for the common good are most likely to be satisfied with democracy, but the other
variables are almost as powerful in predicting respondents’ level of satisfaction with
democracy.
As a further exploration of the impact of performance on citizens’ assessments of
democracy, we examine the influence of general indicators of economic performance and

Table 10.5. Correlations between Satisfaction with Democracy and
Satisfaction with Public Services and Government Performance, 2004

Belief that
country is
headed in
the right
(wrong)
direction1

Satisfaction
with
current
Satisfaction
personal
with
economic
health
situation2
services3

Processes

Satisfaction
with
education
services3

Belief that
country is
(not)
governed
for the
common
good4

Belief that
progress
has (not)
been made
in reducing
corruption
in state
institutions5

Argentina

0.374**

0.159**

0.106**

0.137**

−0.285**

0.181**

Bolivia

0.207**

0.140**

0.076*

0.122**

−0.044

0.130**

Brazil

0.354**

0.198**

0.244**

0.225**

−0.261**

0.059

Chile

0.430**

0.247**

0.154**

0.159**

−0.284**

0.306**

Colombia

0.319**

0.192**

0.142**

0.106**

−0.179**

0.220**

Costa Rica

0.320**

0.158**

0.124**

0.121**

−0.260**

0.145**

Dominican Rep.

0.174**

0.060

0.083*

0.026

−0.167**

0.098**

Ecuador

0.148**

0.131**

0.109**

0.144**

−0.117**

0.187**

El Salvador

0.393**

0.279**

0.279**

0.239**

−0.325**

0.252**

Guatemala

0.251**

0.137**

0.138**

0.124**

−0.128**

0.099**

Honduras

0.262**

0.091**

0.103**

0.131**

−0.198**

0.170**

Mexico

0.102**

0.169**

0.071*

0.048

0.069*

0.195**

Nicaragua

0.266**

0.138**

0.215**

0.191**

−0.197**

0.168**

Panama

0.185**

0.101**

0.085**

0.089**

−0.103**

0.085*

Paraguay

0.271**

0.174**

0.125**

0.149**

−0.176**

0.085*

Peru

0.174**

0.145**

0.055

0.105**

−0.174**

0.262**

Uruguay

0.234**

0.159**

0.213**

0.143**

−0.156**

0.114**

Venezuela

0.524**

0.276**

0.165**

0.175**

−0.447**

0.365**

Total

0.319**

0.179**

0.182**

0.184**

−0.214**

0.188**

Source: Latinobarómetro 2004.
Note: N = 19,605.
1
On a scale from 1 to 2, where 1 = right direction; 2 = wrong direction
2
On a scale from 1 to 5, where 1 = very good; 5 = very bad
3
On a scale from 1 to 4, where 1 = very satisfied; 4 = not satisfied
4
On a scale from 1 to 2, where 1 = powerful interests; 2 = common good
5
On a scale from 1 to 4, where 1 = a lot; 4 = none
*
Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level; ** correlation is significant at the 0.01 level.

experts’ perceptions of levels of corruption (Table 10.6). To proxy national economic performance, we use 2003 GDP growth and inflation rates; for the degree of corruption we use
Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions Index for 2004. As in Table 10.5, we use
2004 Latinobarómetro data to calculate the average level of satisfaction with democracy and a
measure of whether or not citizens think the country is going in the right direction.
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Outputs

Table 10.6. Correlations between the Economic and
Sociopolitical Situation and Satisfaction with Democracy and
the General Direction of the Country

Perception

Satisfaction with current

indicators

personal economic situation

0.332

Country headed
in the right or
wrong direction

0.709**

Country governed for the benefit
of a few private interests or for
the common good

−0.461

−0.493*

Progress made in reducing
corruption

0.211

0.423

Satisfaction with health
services

0.699**

−0.011

0.771**

0.058

Satisfaction with education
services
Economic and

Corruption Perception Index

sociopolitical

GDP growth

indicators

(annual percentage)

−0.459

−0.268

0.113

−0.065

−0.324

−0.216

Inflation, consumer prices
(annual percentage)

Source: Macroeconomic data are from World Bank (2004); indicators based on public perceptions are from
Latinobarómetro 2004; the corruption index is from Transparency International.
Note: N = 18.
*
Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level; ** correlation is significant at the 0.01 level.

Again, as might be expected, the subjective perceptions of individuals appear to account better for their level of satisfaction with democracy than do objective indicators.
Even though the relationship between the corruption index and satisfaction with democracy is relatively strong and the direction is consistent with expectations (−0.459), it is not
statistically significant. Respondents’ evaluations of their personal economic situation and
perception of corruption in the political system seem to be less significant in determining
their degree of satisfaction with democracy than the perceived quality of public health and
education services. Nevertheless, public opinion about whether the country is generally
heading in the right or wrong direction correlates with both respondents’ perceptions of
their personal economic situation and the degree to which governmental policies are perceived to reflect common interests.
At the macro level—that is, at the level of country averages—public perceptions of the
quality of health and education services are the variables that are most closely tied to the degree of satisfaction with democratic performance. Figures 10.4 and 10.5 show countries’ positions in terms of respondents’ satisfaction with democracy and with education and health
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Satisfaction
with
democracy

Figure 10.4 Satisfaction with Democracy and Satisfaction
with Health Services
2.8

PC = –0.699
R2 = 0.482

Satisfaction with democracy

El Salvador

2.4

Venezuela
Uruguay

Chile

Dominican Republic
Argentina

Panama
Honduras

2.2
Guatemala

Brazil

2.0

Colombia

Bolivia
Mexico
Nicaragua
Ecuador

1.8

Paraguay
Peru

1.6
2.2

2.4

2.6

2.8

3.0

Satisfaction with health services

Source: Authors’ compilation based on data from Latinobarómetro 2004.
Note: Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level. Both measures are calculated as a weighted average
of the four possible responses where 1 = ”not at all satisfied,” 2 = ”not very satisfied,” 3 = ”somewhat
satisfied,” and 4 = ”very satisfied.”

services. Figure 10.6 shows that satisfaction with democracy is also associated with the level
of public spending on health care, expressed as a percentage of gross domestic product
(GDP). It was not possible to examine the relationship between satisfaction with democracy
and levels of public spending on education, because comparable data were lacking.
Figures 10.4 and 10.5 reveal very similar distributions of countries along the two axes.
The placement of Peru, Ecuador, Nicaragua, and Bolivia indicates that in these countries a
low level of satisfaction with available health and education services is linked to a low level
of satisfaction with democracy. By contrast, in Costa Rica levels of satisfaction with public
services and democracy are both relatively high. Chile and Paraguay are at least partial outliers. In Chile, satisfaction with education and health services is relatively low but satisfaction with democracy is comparatively high. The opposite holds true for Paraguay, with one
of the lowest levels of satisfaction with democracy and moderate levels of satisfaction with
these key public services.
Clearly, regardless of the particular content of policies and the levels of public spending, public opinion toward democracy is influenced most directly by citizens’ perceptions
of how effectively public services are delivered in practice. Expenditure levels alone reveal
very little about how fairly and efficiently resources are allocated and how well they are put
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Costa Rica

2.6

Figure 10.5 Satisfaction with Democracy vs. Satisfaction
with Education Services
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satisfied,” and 4 = ”very satisfied.”

Figure 10.6 Satisfaction with Democracy and Level of
Public Spending on Health
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Satisfaction with democracy

2.8

Confidence in Democratic Institutions
In a representative system not all citizens participate in the decision-making process, but
they must consent to the rules governing the distribution of power so that they are prepared
to abide by the resulting decisions. Citizens’ acceptance of the fairness of the rules of the
game is the source of the state’s authority to impose law and order and make binding decisions. Democracy is an uncertain game in which actors must accept that sometimes they
will win, and sometimes they will lose. To accept losing today, one has to believe that the
political process is fair—that is, that those that won really obtained a majority and were not
unduly privileged by their connections to persons in power—and that one has a possibility
of winning the next election. In short, the legitimacy of a democratic system depends heavily
on the legitimacy of the processes and institutions that comprise it.
Examining the credibility of political institutions allows a more direct assessment of
support for democracy than we have been able to carry out thus far, one less prone to the
fluctuations associated with appraisals centered on outcomes, which are inevitably affected
by intervening and short-term factors outside the control of the political system. That said,
citizens’ perceptions of outcomes (e.g., economic performance) are also likely to color their
appraisals of institutions as well.
One institution that enjoys considerable prestige in Latin America is the Catholic
Church (Figure 10.7). In the 1996–2004 Latinobarómetro surveys, around 73 percent of respondents consistently said that they had “much” or “some” confidence in the church. Given that
this institution’s private role likely plays a central role in people’s perceptions, while its
public role is not always so visible, such a high rating is not that surprising.9 Political parties and other representative government institutions, by contrast, play more clearly public
roles—they reflect and give expression to conflicting interests in society, ranging from those
that are fairly narrow and personal to those that are more universal.
Citizens also place a fairly high level of confidence in television (44 percent), although
that figure is considerably lower than the level of confidence in the Catholic Church. The
prestige and visibility of television relative to that of other democratic institutions reflects
the modern mode of politics, in which image is at least as important as substance. To be
successful, politicians must work on developing an appealing persona on television, a task
to which they often invest considerable financial resources. Television personalities, in turn,

9

While the church is a public institution, it was also established largely to guide norms of conduct in the private
sphere.
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to use. This qualitative dimension can be captured to a certain extent by subjective indicators, such as that in Figure 10.5. Even though the level of public spending is somewhat
related to citizen satisfaction with democratic performance—since expenditure levels are an
important element of the relationship between the state and citizens—levels of satisfaction
with the functioning of public services appear to be even more strongly associated with the
degree of satisfaction with democracy.

Figure 10.7 Conﬁdence in Institutions in Latin America, 1996–2004
Share of respondents expressing conﬁdence in institution
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Source: Latinobarómetro 1996–2004.
Note: Average percentages across 17 countries.

often play an important role in focusing and moving the political debate and agenda, shaping images of politicians and filtering the news reported to the public.
The institution enjoying the third-highest level of public confidence is the armed forces,
which on average over the eight survey years had a 42 percent confidence rating. However,
the level of trust varies substantially across countries. In Bolivia, Guatemala, Nicaragua, and
Argentina, confidence in the armed forces is scarcely greater than confidence in the major
representative institutions, whereas in Ecuador, Brazil, and Venezuela confidence in the
armed forces is more than double that expressed in the fundamental democratic institutions. Across the region, the generally positive image of the armed forces does not translate
into a high level of support for military authoritarianism, as seen in Table 10.3. Similarly,
variations in popular confidence in democratic institutions are not associated with citizens’
disposition to support a military government (Figure 10.8). Although a significant percentage of respondents in Paraguay and, to a lesser extent, in Honduras and Peru, said they
would support a military government “if the situation got very bad” (Latinobarómetro 2004),
a plurality of respondents in all other countries selected the option that “under no circumstances” would they support a military government.
The presidency ranks next in terms of the level of public confidence, with an average
level of 33 percent. Across time and countries, however, it is also the institution that exhibits the highest degree of variability. Rather than judging the institution with any kind
of permanence, respondents in this instance naturally evaluate the executive on the basis
of their feelings toward the incumbent and the current government. As is well known, the

292

Democracies in Development

Copyright © by the Inter-American Development Bank. All rights reserved.
For more information visit our website: www.iadb.org/pub

70

Figure 10.8 Conﬁdence in Democratic Institutions and Support for
Military Government in a Difﬁcult Situation, 2004
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popularity of presidents changes according to perceptions of governmental performance
and the integrity and competence of the president and cabinet. Because presidents have
the advantage of being able to represent the nation as a whole and appear decisive, it is
not surprising that, on average, the presidency would enjoy greater respect than the more
diffuse representative institutions.
Just below the presidency in terms of public trust are the police and the judiciary, which
on average enjoy the confidence of 33 percent and 30 percent of citizens sampled, respectively. Considering data from individual countries, it is clear that these institutions are rated
in comparable fashion.
The institutions in which citizens place the least confidence are the public administration (civil service) and two of the principal institutions of representative democracy: the
legislature and political parties. Only 19 percent of respondents place “much” or “some”
confidence in political parties, making them less esteemed than even congress or the public
administration, whose confidence ratings are 28 percent and 25 percent, respectively.
This ranking of citizen confidence in institutions is consistent with that revealed in a
regional survey conducted by the Consorcio Iberoamericano de Empresas de Investigación
de Mercado y Asesoramiento (CIMA) and the Gallup Institute of Argentina in 2001. That survey, which included 13 of the 18 countries covered in this study, reported that 71 percent of
respondents had confidence in the Catholic Church, 51 percent in the armed forces, 26 percent in the judicial system, 19 percent in the congress, and 14 percent in political parties.
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Confidence in democratic institutions

Dominican Republic

40

Table 10.7. Confidence in Democratic Political Institutions, 1996–2004
Average percentages of respondents who expressed “a lot of” or “some” confidence

Democratic
Public
institutions
Congress Parties Judiciary administration Presidency (average)

Country
Uruguay

38

32

47

42

37

39

Chile

36

22

33

43

54

37

Costa Rica

30

21

44

26

36

31

Honduras

31

22

33

24

37

29

Brazil

25

17

40

29

35

29

Venezuela

28

19

33

25

40

29

El Salvador

28

23

31

27

34

29

Panama

23

22

30

32

32

28

Mexico

27

22

24

27

31

26

Paraguay

25

19

27

27

29

25

Nicaragua

23

18

26

30

26

25

Colombia

20

15

31

20

33

24

Argentina

20

14

20

21

36

22

Guatemala

20

15

24

27

24

22

Peru

22

16

18

26

27

22

Bolivia

20

13

22

21

25

20

Ecuador

13

10

19

25

22

18

Latin America

25

19

30

28

33

28

Western Europe

40

17

49

43

37

37

Sources: For Latin American countries, Latinobarómetro (1996 to 2004); for Western Europe, Eurobarometer
51 (1999), 55 (2001), 57 (2002), 59(2003), and 61(2004).
Note: For Latin American countries, average percentages are for the period 1996–2004, except for public
administration, for which data are available only from the 1996 and 2001 surveys. In addition, the figures
for the Dominican Republic are based only on 2004 data, while the averages for El Salvador, Guatemala, and
Honduras do not include data from 1998. For Western Europe, averages are for 1999 and 2001–04, except
for the judiciary, for which no data are available for 1999, and for public administration, for which no data
are available for 2003 and 2004.

294

Democracies in Development

Copyright © by the Inter-American Development Bank. All rights reserved.
For more information visit our website: www.iadb.org/pub

The average level of confidence in democratic political institutions in Latin America
is considerably below that of Western Europe, even considering the decline in confidence
in the latter region over the past two decades. Relative to Latin America, legislatures in
Western Europe enjoy a confidence level among respondents that is 15 percentage points
higher. The gap for the judicial system is 19 points; for public administration, 15 percent
points; and the executive, 4 points. However, according to the same data, political parties
enjoy somewhat greater prestige in Latin America than in Western Europe (19 percent instead of 17 percent) (Table 10.7).
Hidden behind Latin America’s regional averages is considerable variation in levels of
confidence in the principal democratic institutions (Table 10.7). The eight-year averages

Conclusions
The past years have witnessed a growing debate centered on the implications of empirical
evidence related to support for democracy, both in established and emerging democracies.
Pippa Norris and other scholars (1999) have argued that the identification of what appear
to be contradictory trends may be explained by a failure to adequately distinguish among
different dimensions of support for the political system. These scholars propose a more rigorous and refined distinction among different forms of support, based on the work of David
Easton (1975). The evidence presented in this chapter confirms the findings of this body of
work: despite relatively low levels of confidence in democratic institutions and widespread
dissatisfaction with their functioning, there is generalized support for democratic ideals and
principles.
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for confidence in the legislature range from a high of around 39 percent and 37 percent in
Uruguay and Chile, respectively, to a low of 17 percent in Ecuador, and 20 percent to 22
percent in Bolivia, Peru, Guatemala, and Argentina. Very low levels of confidence in political
parties extend across a broader group of countries, including Ecuador (10 percent), Bolivia
(13 percent), Argentina (14 percent), and Colombia and Guatemala (15 percent). Only in
Uruguay (32 percent) do political parties hold the respect of what might be viewed as a significant share of the citizenry. The widest range in confidence across countries is observed in
the case of the judiciary. This institution enjoys a substantial degree of trust in Uruguay (47
percent) and Costa Rica (44 percent), but it is not trusted very highly in Peru (18 percent),
Ecuador (19 percent), Argentina (20 percent), or Bolivia (22 percent). Faith in public administration is highest in Chile (43 percent) and Uruguay (42 percent), and lowest in Colombia
(20 percent), Argentina (21 percent), and Bolivia (21 percent).
The lack of esteem for congress and political parties is further illustrated by responses
to a question included in the 2001 Latinobarómetro survey about a hypothetical closure of
congress and abolishment of political parties. Overall, 35 percent of respondents in the
region said that they would approve of such a move, while 54 percent said that they would
disapprove. However, in Colombia, Ecuador, Mexico, and Paraguay the share who said that
they would approve (51 percent, 71 percent, 46 percent, and 56 percent, respectively) exceeded the share who said that they would disapprove.
In summary, dissatisfaction with democracy does not appear to be simply a reflection of
bad economic times or unhappiness with the more visible and concrete outputs of democratic governance. Rather, given the lack of confidence expressed in particular institutions,
dissatisfaction with democracy seems to be rooted in a more basic disenchantment with
the operation of the fundamental processes, actors, and organizations of the democratic
system. Though a certain level of cynicism is common in all democratic systems, the perception that politicians and political parties are primarily concerned with gaining and keeping
power and enriching themselves, rather than pursuing the public interest, appears to be
pervasive in Latin America. Of course, it is difficult to disentangle these sentiments, since
it is certainly the case that citizens’ views of democratic institutions are colored by governmental performance in delivering public goods and managing the economy.
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Our examination of public attitudes has indicated that most Latin Americans appear
to support democracy as a form of government, at least relative to perceived alternatives.
Citizens may express more confidence in the military as an institution than in congress or
political parties, but most do not support the assumption of power by the armed forces.
Democracy is supported in part because citizens believe that they should have the right to
select their leaders and influence the making of public policy. It is also supported because
citizens believe that, while less than perfect, democracy is better than all feasible alternative regimes.
Whether based on principle or on more pragmatic considerations, support for democracy as a form of government remains fairly strong in most Latin American countries.
However, that support also shows signs of deterioration. This is cause for concern, since
a continued decline in legitimacy across the region impedes the consolidation, and even
threatens the survival, of democratic regimes. Support for democracy has shown particular vulnerability in a few countries (Brazil, Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, Guatemala, and
Paraguay). At the same time, it appears to be strengthening in Mexico and holding relatively
steady in most other countries.
Despite general support for the idea of democracy and the rejection of authoritarian
alternatives, most citizens are disenchanted with the performance of their democratic systems. Governments and the larger processes of democracy have not met their expectations
with respect to delivering goods and services and solving social problems. Nor do citizens
appear to place much confidence in the processes through which public functions are carried out. The disenchantment is relatively generalized, and its political consequences have
varied across countries. Polls in some countries suggest a kind of nostalgia for strong leadership, which has helped bring to power by electoral means leaders (at the national and
subnational levels) who had previously attempted to access power through coups d’état,
who had been generals in the military, or who had previously participated in more restrictive, if not oppressive, regimes. In other countries, disenchantment has propelled to power
political outsiders with weak or no ties to established political parties, or who had distanced
themselves from their party associations. In all such cases, political discourse acquired a
clear antiparty orientation, reinforcing a more personalistic form of representation.
The end result is that in some countries, the political party system has been seriously
weakened, and the credibility of congress, other democratic institutions, and politicians
has eroded. This has led, in some cases, to the practical disappearance of long-standing
and important political parties and has made it more difficult for traditional representative
institutions to carry out their critical functions. In the wake of these changes democratic
competition has tended to become more uncertain and fraught with tension, representation
more personalistic, and accountability between politicians and constituents looser. In some
cases, the loss of credibility of elected officials, political parties, and the legislature has
clearly weakened the capacity of government to effectively respond to economic and social
problems, given the fragility of public trust in the integrity and reasonableness of whatever
actions that are initiated. The weakened reputation of political parties and legislatures also
tends to move such systems more firmly into the category of “delegative” democracies, in
which the executive predominates in decision making, with only weak oversight from other
institutions (O’Donnell, 1994).
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The relatively low level of confidence in and satisfaction with democratic institutions
and politicians impedes progress toward the consolidation of democracy. Broadening the
group of citizens who strongly support democracy for reasons of principle rather than just
for instrumental or conditional reasons (“democracy is better than visible alternatives”)
depends on improving perceptions of the performance of democracy. When democracy is supported only instrumentally, it is more vulnerable to sabotage by leaders who offer efficient
solutions to the country’s problems in exchange for reduced checks on their power.
Possibly associated with the lack of confidence in institutions in Latin America is a
relatively low level of trust among individuals in society. This lack of interpersonal trust may
impede the willingness of citizens to participate in their communities and in the political
system and is likely associated with widespread problems of crime and corruption—and the
difficulties in fighting them.
There is still much to understand about the processes through which citizens opt to
submit to rules that limit their capacity to act and that empower authorities to make decisions and exercise the use of force. No matter how attractive democratic ideals appear to be,
citizens’ expectations—which range from hopes for expanded freedoms and rights to participation to a broader sharing in the benefits of economic growth and state services—need
to be reflected to some extent in concrete results. As mentioned above, in emerging democracies it seems logical that citizens tend initially to judge the political system according
to results (government for the people) rather than by a somewhat abstract appreciation for the
processes that generate those results (government by the people). However, as various authors
have emphasized, to ensure the permanency, stability, and consolidation of a democratic
regime, citizens must perceive that the processes and mechanisms used to reach decisions
are legitimate, and they must feel that they belong to a community in which risks are both
spread and shared, and where there is a collective sense that all are “in the same boat” on
equal terms (Rokan, 1999; Thomassen and Schmitt, 2004).
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Trends in
Democratic Reform
in Latin America
This book addresses issues essential to the study and understanding of political reform
in Latin America. Building on the first edition, it identifies the main reform trends in the
region and discusses their effects on the functioning of democracy. It also provides at least
partial and contingent answers to the question of what types of political reforms may be
considered in the future to enhance democratic governability in the region.
Over the past two decades, the analysis and practice of development have increasingly acknowledged the importance of institutions and of a legitimate, stable, and effective political system. Modernizing the state and consolidating the broader institutional
framework at the foundation of a market-centered economy are essential to accelerate the
pace of social and economic progress. At the same time, a well-functioning democracy
appears to be indispensable to strengthening the broader set of development-supporting
institutions (civil service, courts, regulatory frameworks, and so on) and to implementing efficient and effective public policies. In Latin America, countries have progressed to
varying degrees in the task of building legitimate, representative, and effective democratic
political institutions.
The political and institutional reforms adopted across the region have pursued different and sometimes conflicting purposes. If reforms are to be adopted into law, they
must be compatible with the interests of leading political and social groups. Thus, reform processes are inevitably driven, or at least constrained, by the narrow motives of
power and privilege. In some instances such motives are more transparent than in others,
though proponents of reforms inevitably portray reforms as means to enhance democratic
governance in one way or another. But reforms of political institutions at times are also
prompted—especially during a political crisis or dramatic shifts in the stature of political
groups—by demands from citizens and civil society organizations for more effective and
representative democratic governance. At least for brief periods of time, such demands
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CONCLUSIONS

Election Rules and Regime Design
The broader issues of constitutional design (and their implications for the operation of
presidential regimes) cannot be understood without taking into account the nature of the
electoral system and other rules that affect the incentives of political actors. Among these
are the nature of the electoral system, the degree of fragmentation of the party system, and
the cohesiveness of parties themselves.
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can change politicians’ calculus of the costs and benefits of reform. This in turn makes
it possible to pass reforms with the prospect of producing more general benefits for the
democratic system and its citizens.
Several factors complicate an analysis of the effects of political reforms and the task
of developing reform recommendations. First, there is limited agreement on the ultimate
objectives of reform and on how those objectives should be prioritized. Considering them
separately, most analysts and citizens would agree on the merits of several objectives, including: political stability, political freedom, decision-making efficiency, inclusive political
participation, law and order, responsive and equitable representation, political legitimacy,
transparency, and accountability. But it is more difficult to obtain agreement on the main
deficiencies of democratic functioning in a given country and how the above objectives
should be ranked. Second, given the inherent trade-offs—such as between more inclusive
representation and decision-making efficiency—one must calibrate the reform so that correcting one perceived deficiency does not harm other aspects of the democratic system.
Third, designing reforms and predicting their effects are impeded by inadequate theory
related to the interactions among different institutional factors as well as contextual ones,
such as socioeconomic structure, political culture, and history (IDB, 2006).
The importance of narrow political interests and customary practices (or political culture), the trade-offs among competing reform objectives, and the uncertainty surrounding
the effects of reform help explain not only the frequent and sometimes contradictory nature
of reform efforts, but also the limited number of reforms that succeed in producing broad
benefits for the democratic system and the frequent slippages and backslides in reform
implementation. In addition, these factors complicate the task of evaluating the effects of
political reforms in the region and setting forth recommendations.
The recommendations laid out in this chapter are presented primarily in the form of
trade-offs. Our aim is to emphasize the advantages and disadvantages associated with selecting a certain model of political reform over another. We do not pretend to offer prescriptions or recipes regarding the types of reforms that are desirable in the region as a whole
or in particular countries. Institutional reform options, like the institutions themselves, are
extremely complex and ideally must emerge from discussion and debate among the social
and political actors of the country in which they will be applied. Only in this way will the
reforms be suited to the context and therefore seen as legitimate.

In order to reform presidential election systems, one should consider the effects of different sets of rules and their interactions with one another, including the election rule itself
(is election by plurality, majority, or reduced threshold?), the concurrence of presidential
and legislative elections, and the possibility of presidential reelection and the length of the
presidential term.

Plurality and Majority Runoff Systems
The region is clearly moving from plurality to majority runoff (or ballotage) systems, or runoffs
with a reduced threshold. The expectation of reform proponents is that a shift away from
a plurality system to a majority runoff system will strengthen the mandate of the elected
president by ensuring the winner a higher proportion of votes. But in practice the goal of
strengthening mandates has in many cases not been fulfilled. In fact, experience indicates
that majority runoff systems can have some undesirable effects, including: (1) not reflecting
true voter preferences as well as plurality systems; (2) tending to encourage party system
fragmentation in the long run; (3) potentially weakening the legitimacy of the president,
such as when the candidate who wins the second round is not the largest vote-earner in the
first round; and (4) tending to encourage the formation of loose electoral coalitions between
each of the two candidates and some minority parties, rather than more durable governing
coalitions. Consequently, over time the movement from a plurality to a majority runoff system could end up worsening the problem of democratic governability. This suggests that a
compromise of sorts—such as, a majority runoff system with a reduced threshold—may be
an appropriate intermediate solution. Several countries have moved in this direction.

Concurrence of Presidential and Legislative Elections
No clear trend can be observed with respect to the concurrent or nonconcurrent nature
of presidential and legislative elections. Mid-term legislative elections can be beneficial
for democracy in the sense that they allow voters the chance to hold legislators and the
government accountable on a more regular basis and remove some of the “rigidities”
associated with the fixed terms of presidential systems. But nonconcurrent legislative
elections can be problematic for democratic governability given the likelihood that such
elections will lower the chance for majority government, promote party system fragmentation, and shorten political time horizons. Given coattail effects, when presidential and
legislative elections are concurrent, there is a tendency for the distribution of votes in the
congressional elections to reflect that in the presidential election. Thus, especially when
a plurality system is used to elect the president, votes in congress will tend to be more
concentrated and will tend to give the president’s party a share of votes in the legislative
elections similar to the share the president won. In the case of nonconcurrent presidential
and legislative elections, or mid-term legislative elections, this connection does not exist,
and it is much more likely for the congressional results to be more dispersed and for the
president’s party to end up in a weaker position in the congress. Two additional benefits of
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concurrent elections are: (1) cost-effectiveness: holding simultaneous elections eliminates
the duplication of costs; and (2) turnout: electoral participation may be greater because
citizens are more motivated to vote in the legislative election when it occurs alongside the
presidential election.

Some systems strictly prohibit presidential reelection; others permit immediate reelection; and still others allow for reelection only after the passage of at least one presidential
term (nonconsecutive reelection). Though all three models are found in the region, there
has been a general movement toward less restrictive standards. The primary rationale for
prohibiting presidential reelection is to avoid the concentration of presidential power over
successive terms. Despite the fact the terms are won through democratic means, the lack of
alternation of power reduces political pluralism. As a result, restrictions on reelection aim
in part to promote the renewal and circulation of elites. In addition to exposing the political
system to the risk of electoral dictatorship, reelection may reinforce the tendency inherent
in presidentialism toward personalistic and hegemonic leadership.
Yet there are arguments in favor of reelection. Blocking reelection may: (1) stop a
capable, popular leader from making long-term contributions to the country, while also
weakening the legitimacy of his successor; (2) lower the time horizons of governments;
(3) impede the ability of citizens to hold the incumbent and government accountable for
performance; (4) reduce the president’s political capital or power to negotiate and, therefore, limit the executive’s ability to generate support for policies among legislators from
his own party and from outside (the lame-duck effect); and (5) reduce incentives for forging
social and political accords that help provide continuity and a stable framework for policy
implementation.
If presidential reelection is not to present the risks of power concentration, it may be
necessary to put in place reasonable checks and balances, such as independent and effective legislative and judicial branches and institutional provisions that ensure a level playing
field for political competition between the incumbent and opposition groups. In addition, it
may be advisable when such requisites are achieved to combine the possibility of reelection
with modest term lengths (such as four years, as opposed to six).
Restrictions on presidential reelection have generally served as checks against the
reemergence of authoritarian practices in countries in which rule by strongmen has been
historically common. Nevertheless, the suitability of reforms of reelection rules, as of the
broader presidential election system, must always be judged relative to each country’s distinct cultural, historical, and political context.

Legislative Electoral Systems
Debates on the structure of legislative electoral systems typically center on three issues:
(1) majoritarian versus proportional representation and the degree of proportionality of
electoral systems; (2) closed and blocked party lists versus preferential voting; and (3) unicameral versus bicameral legislatures. The basic trade-offs in most cases can be conceived
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as those between efficiency and representativeness and between party-centered and candidate-centered representation.

Over the past quarter century the region generally has maintained proportional representation, except in the case of the upper house, where more than half of the countries now use
plurality systems. In two countries (three, counting the 1977 Mexican reform) a shift has
been made to a combined (or mixed, in the case of Mexico) electoral system in which characteristics of both types are present in the same system.
Because proportional systems favor the election of a legislature that reflects the political heterogeneity of the electorate, proportional representation is generally believed to
encourage participation and provide greater legitimacy of representation than majoritarian
systems, which favor larger parties and make it difficult for small parties to gain representation. Nevertheless, the high degree of party system fragmentation that may result from
systems that are excessively proportional, and the consequent complications for executivelegislative relations, support the case for a majoritarian system of representation, at least
in theory.
The details of the design of a system of either type may have a considerable impact on
the system’s effects. For example, to function well a majoritarian system must be designed
in such a way that the drawing of districts and the rules governing access to the ballot do
not impede genuine political competition. Similarly, a system of proportional representation should be designed so that it does not encourage excessive party system fragmentation
or discriminate too heavily against smaller parties. Achieving the appropriate balance entails focusing on the particularities of the design of the system, such as the size of electoral
districts, the formula used for translating votes into seats, and whether or not to put in place
vote thresholds for obtaining legislative seats. Other electoral rules, such as requisites for
forming and maintaining political parties and the rules for distributing public financing
(where such financing exists), will also affect the tendency toward party system fragmentation under a proportional system. Empirical evidence appears to indicate that in relatively
homogeneous societies the choice between the two types of systems does not have a
significant impact on the stability of democracy. In highly fragmented societies, however,
proportional arrangements, particularly in presidential systems, tend to offer more benefits
for democratic stability than do majoritarian arrangements (Adserà and Boix, 2004).

Closed and Blocked Party Lists versus Preferential Voting
Democratic governability is also affected by whether electors in a proportional system are
limited to voting for a party list or are given the option of expressing a preference for an
individual candidate or candidates on the list. In open-list systems, voters may choose both
the party and the particular individual or individuals they would like to have represent them,
while in systems with closed and blocked lists, voters must accept the order and preferences
imposed by parties. Closed systems with preference voting allow voters to vote for a party
list or to choose individual candidates within the list.
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In single-member-district plurality systems, candidate-centered voting is privileged,
even more so than in preference voting under proportional representation systems. Given
the relatively low information costs entailed in distinguishing among a limited number
of candidates and tracking the performance of a single incumbent, such systems tend to
favor accountability. The downsides are those discussed above with respect to equity and
legitimacy of representation. Other disadvantages are the possibility that the excessive
candidate focus may weaken the importance of party distinctions and the power of electors to hold representatives accountable on broad matters of governmental performance
and national policy. Thus, accountability for personal behavior and constituent service may
be efficient, while accountability on issues of importance to the nation as a whole and to
broader groups of citizens may be weaker.
The introduction of preference voting in a system of proportional representation with
closed lists increases the extent to which electors are able to hold incumbents individually
accountable and to ensure that parties do not become unduly controlled by the party leadership. But the larger the number of seats being elected per district, the higher the information costs for voters in choosing the right candidates and tracking performance. In addition,
the more representatives elected per district, the more narrow is the likely constituency of
each representative and the greater the incentives for the representative to prioritize the
satisfaction of particularistic over more general interests. As a result, the actual probability
of voters being able to hold elected officials accountable on issues of broad importance is
fairly low, at least in large-district systems. Preferential voting also tends to reduce party
cohesiveness, because success as a candidate comes to rest more on personal popularity
and on the delivery of targeted benefits than on loyalty to the party. In fact, such a system
tends to encourage intraparty competition.
On the other hand, closed and blocked lists tend to support a party-centered form of
accountability that theoretically should favor accountability centered on parties’ performance in government and broad issues of policy and service delivery. But for this form of
accountability to work effectively, parties need to be programmatically distinguishable and
internally democratic to ensure that they remain accountable to their membership and that
their leadership is subject to circulation and renewal. In such a system the information
demands on voters are lower (and, therefore, the effectiveness of representation is possibly
greater) than in systems with preference voting.
Thus, the choice of electoral system involves a complex set of trade-offs. Avoiding extremes in restricting or opening access of minor political parties to electoral competition
and representation is one guiding parameter. Similarly, on the other dimension, a balance
must be struck between candidate-centered and party-centered competition and representation, such that in systems biased toward the former politics does not become overly localized and personalized, and in those biased toward the latter it does not become excessively
centralized in party leaders and unresponsive to citizens and local interests (Shugart, 2001).
Otherwise, as with other institutional dimensions covered in this book, it is vital to base
reform on broad consensus, while reconciling the system with the history, sociopolitical
structure, and culture of the country.

The effects of a bicameral legislature on democratic governability largely depend on the
system used to elect representatives to each chamber, and on the territorial structure and
the overall size of the country. In theory, a unicameral system functions more efficiently,
because it eliminates an important potential source of opposition to the executive’s initiatives (the upper house) and eases the problem of developing legislative compromises.
But in some cases the upper house is designed (through different terms of office, electoral
rules, and territorial bases of representation) to be a somewhat more sober and experienced body that can provide a wider and longer perspective on policy as well as a check
on the quality and appropriateness of legislation. In addition, in federal or decentralized
systems the upper house can provide a means of enhancing territorial representation
essential to the stability and legitimacy of the political order. Thus the main trade-offs in
choosing a bicameral system would appear to involve efficiency, legislative quality, and
representation: potential gains in terms of oversight, quality, and representation may come
at the cost of losses in efficiency—the ability to gain approval for necessary reforms. But
context is essential in determining whether a particular institutional design is appropriate
or not.

Balancing Executive and Legislative Prerogatives
The governability of presidential democracies is closely connected to how the inherent tensions and competing responsibilities between the executive and legislative branches are
sorted out. In effect, executive-legislative relations depend on the art of combining a capacity for action with a capacity for legislative oversight and effective citizen representation.
The legislature needs to be sufficiently independent from the executive to exercise oversight, but at the same time, it should not have the capacity or incentive to systematically
obstruct executive actions required to address national problems efficiently and effectively.
Rather, the legislature should play a constructive role, helping to improve the quality or
policy acceptability of executive proposals through the formulation of concrete and viable
alternatives, while ensuring that the executive does not overstep its authority or misuse
public resources. The capacity to check the executive and to propose alternatives without
obstructing needed action depends on many factors, including electoral-system incentives,
the degree of party system fragmentation and institutionalization, and the constitutional
powers and technical capacities of the congress vis-à-vis the executive.

Strengthening the Legislature
A strengthened legislature can play a significant role in improving democratic governability. Endowing presidents with substantial formal powers is one factor that can impede the
development of proactive policy-making and oversight capacity in congress. To achieve a
balance in executive-legislative relations that permits effective policy making, it may be
necessary (1) to limit the power of the president to issue decrees and control the legislative
agenda; (2) to ensure that legislators have incentives to build a legislative career and some
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Presidentialism and Parliamentarianism
After being a topic of debate in some countries in the first decade of democracy, the parliamentary or presidential structure of the political regime does not appear to be an area
in which reform is likely in the near future. While presidential regimes (like all systems of
government) are not without flaws, they also have several advantages. Among the traditionally recognized merits of presidential regimes are the fact that they: (1) favor accountability
by providing citizens with a more direct mechanism to hold the government accountable
and to indicate their preferences in government policy; (2) provide potentially more stability than parliamentary systems, in which it may be difficult under some circumstances to
sustain viable coalition governments; and (3), in theory, give legislators more freedom to
debate alternative policy options, since opposition to the government does not endanger
the survival of the government or risk the calling of new elections.
Nevertheless, in countries with fractious societies and fragmented party systems, presidentialism, with its majoritarian electoral arrangement, can be problematic for obtaining
and sustaining majority governments with sufficiently broad legitimacy. The presidency’s
winner-take-all nature and broad national constituency generates a tendency for presidents
to assert their authority to govern by developing their personal relations with citizens, even
when they may not have obtained majority support in the elections. At the same time, given
the fact that legislators’ terms are fixed and not dependent on the government maintaining
legislative support, there are fewer incentives than in parliamentary systems for parties to
form and maintain governing coalitions.
But it is one thing to compare regimes in their abstract, ideal forms, and another to
consider how they function in specific contexts. Clearly, how either type of regime functions will depend on factors such as the particular allocation of constitutional powers to
the two branches, the characteristics of the electoral and party system, the capacities of
the legislature, and the nation’s political culture and history. The focus of reform in Latin
America today is on making presidential systems function better rather than on changing
the broad structure of the regime. This means working to achieve a reasonable balance
among the above dimensions so that it is possible for the two branches to cooperate and
for the legislature to participate constructively in the making of legislation and in overseeing the executive.

Institutions of Democratic Accountability
One of the major achievements of the process of democratic consolidation in Latin America
has been the establishment of horizontal accountability agencies, such as audit institu-
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degree of independence from national party leaders; and (3) to strengthen the operational
capacity of the legislature by providing it with advisory agencies staffed by independent
experts. High turnover rates for legislators are not conducive to the development of a longterm perspective in policy making or to the development of the knowledge and capacities
necessary for the legislature to play an active role in policy making and to exercise effective
oversight over the executive.

Political Parties
Three aspects of political party systems are fundamental to democratic governability: their
degree of fragmentation, level of institutionalization, and intensity of polarization. Again,
as mentioned above, political parties cannot be considered in isolation from the electoral
systems in which they operate.

Party Systems
Fragmentation
With fragmentation, there is a trade-off between representativeness and efficiency. On the
one hand, fragmentation can be seen as a measure of the pluralism of the political forces
represented in congress and the extent to which the distinct social groups and ideological
currents in society are represented. On the other hand, fragmentation in extreme cases may
become counterproductive because it damages executive-legislative relations. Political
divisions in the legislature can make reaching agreements difficult and so impede decision
making. Internal party divisions can add to these problems by making it more difficult for
parties to make and enforce interparty agreements and weakening the lines of accountability between citizens and representatives.
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tions, public prosecutor’s offices, and human rights ombudsmen. Several semi-autonomous
agencies overseeing the exercise of public authority have been developed in Latin American
democracies, in part due to the ineffectiveness of more traditional sources of accountability, such as elections and representative institutions. Reforms have aimed to improve the
functioning of these institutions in relation to others and to develop their independence,
capabilities, and legitimacy. In order for them to gain legitimacy, the public must see that
investigations eventually lead to clear findings of fact, prosecution where appropriate, and
sanctions. In each case, the agency must possess the authority and capability to exercise its
functions autonomously in order to earn the respect of citizens and successfully carry out
its constitutional mission.
In addition, the effectiveness of horizontal accountability agencies depends on their
ability to work in collaboration with other democratic institutions and support from an active civil society and favorable climate of public opinion. Responsibilities and authorities
need to be clearly specified so that agencies can carry out their responsibilities and collaborate effectively with other institutions, especially when their control functions overlap
with those of other agencies. But the broader institutional and cultural context in a country
is also important to their success. The importance of accountability institutions lies at least
partly in their contribution to overall democratic development and civic education, not
merely in the legal outcomes they achieve.

Ideally, parties should have fairly durable bases of social support and represent positions
that are clearly identifiable to voters, so parties are decisive actors in determining who will
govern and how. Institutionalized parties, which forge ties with their constituencies on the
basis of coherent political programs (as opposed to the discretional distribution of benefits that are the hallmarks of clientelism) make a significant contribution to democratic
representation and accountability. Institutionalized parties promote predictability in public
policy and help build acceptance and respect for rules of behavior and interaction among
political actors.
Parties that endure because of restrictions on the entry of new participants into the
system and limits to free electoral competition are not democratically institutionalized
parties. A well-functioning democracy depends on a high degree of competition among
parties.

Polarization
Some degree of polarization can be seen as a functional necessity of political parties. For
elections to function properly, voters need to be able to signal their broad policy preferences through their electoral choices, which requires parties with clear programmatic differences. In addition, if parties do not appear to stand for different approaches to governing,
and if it is unclear how the election could make a difference, then the incentives for citizens
to participate are weakened. On the other hand, when polarization is extreme, the possibility of dialogue and negotiation between political forces is greatly reduced. In this context,
it is difficult to form stable governments, and actors may not be able to reach consensus
or make the interim agreements necessary to pursue a coherent, sustainable set of public
policies.

Intraparty Democratic Processes and Financing of Political Parties
Intraparty Democratization
The 1980s and 1990s saw profound reforms of constitutions and laws governing political
parties and elections in most Latin American countries. Nevertheless, in their first stage,
these reforms failed to focus on the internal democratization of political parties, beyond
granting them constitutional recognition. However, party democratization was addressed
more directly in the phase of reforms that began in the second half of the 1990s, with special
attention devoted to the processes for nominating presidential candidates.
In a growing number of countries, the presidential candidate is no longer chosen by the
highest-ranking party leaders or in internal party conventions, but through various types of
primary processes that tend to strengthen the legitimacy of the individual who is ultimately
elected president. The expectation is that these reforms will afford parties a higher degree
of accountability to their members and the broader society; a greater capacity to represent
diverse interests present in the party and society; the possibility of settling conflicts among

310

Democracies in Development

Copyright © by the Inter-American Development Bank. All rights reserved.
For more information visit our website: www.iadb.org/pub

Institutionalization

Political Financing
Two main conclusions stand out with respect to the regulation of political financing in the
region: first, financing for political parties and election campaigns is a complex, controversial, and unresolved issue for which there are no panaceas or magic formulas. Improvements
will require a sequence of mostly modest measures and approaches, rather than broad and
highly ambitious reform initiatives. Second, important advances have occurred in the past
20 years, though progress has not been even across the region. Having been virtually absent
from the political agenda in Latin America, the issue has been receiving increasing attention not only at the national level, where an intense process of reforms is taking place, but
also in discussions at conferences attended by experts on the subject, among heads of state
throughout the hemisphere, and within political parties themselves.
In Latin America, a system of mixed public and private financing predominates, with a
trend toward public financing and stricter limits on private contributions. Owing to several
factors, however, including inadequate regulation, weak oversight and control, ineffective
enforcement, and political practices that encourage contempt for the rules, public financing
has in many cases functioned less as a partial substitute for private funding than as an extra
funding source. Accordingly, despite some positive effect, the impact of public financing has
been modest and uneven.
Increasingly common are attempts to control election activities that trigger spending,
to impose spending ceilings, and to cut back on the length of campaigns. Results in different countries have been mixed. These developments have occurred in conjunction with a
redirection in the use of public funds toward (what is budgeted as) electoral investment,
with resources allocated to strengthen political parties through support for research and
training activities.

Trends in Democratic Reform in Latin America

311

Copyright © by the Inter-American Development Bank. All rights reserved.
For more information visit our website: www.iadb.org/pub

competing currents of leadership; and an increased level of legitimacy for the organization
in the eyes of the public.
Comparative analysis suggests a growing consensus in Latin America regarding the
advantages of holding primary elections to select presidential candidates. In fact, even
from the narrow vantage point of campaign strategy, primaries appear to be (1) a valuable
resource to strengthen public backing for candidates in the general elections; (2) a source
of greater legitimacy for the candidate elected to the presidency; (3) a way to broaden the
circle of potential party leaders; and (4) a way to offer voters a broader range of options,
which should lead to the selection of more competent and responsive leaders.
The adverse effects of opening parties up to democratic processes are mainly evident
in how the democratization process has affected internal cohesion and accord. In some
cases internal democratization has created conflicts among party factions, increased party
fragmentation, and even contributed to the splitting up of parties.
Despite the progress made in the internal democratization of political parties, given
the varied and divergent national experiences and the short time that has passed since
their initiation, no definitive conclusions can be drawn about either the effects, positive
or negative, of intraparty democratization on political representation and democratic governance.

Citizen Participation and Democracy
Institutions of Direct Democracy
A preliminary overview makes clear that, despite the general inclusion of arrangements for
direct democracy in their constitutions, in most Latin American national political systems
the role of popular referendums and similar initiatives continues to be small.
In general, the record in most cases in Latin America gives little indication that the arrangements for direct democracy have had the desired impact on the expansion of representativeness or participation. Nor is it evident that these arrangements have helped to reduce
discontent with politics and parties; rather, in many cases they have served as channels,
separate from regular elections, to express public disenchantment. The record of referendums, “popular consultations,” and other such schemes has been one of little substantial
impact, for good or for bad, on political stability. As with any component of the electoral
structure, these mechanisms are part of a larger framework, and their function in practice
has to be considered as such.
The effect of direct democracy mechanisms on political reforms can either favor conservative outcomes or create support for change. Particularly complex policy reforms, such
as economic and financial matters, are unlikely to lend themselves to resolution through
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All in all, transparency in campaign finance remains low, notwithstanding a growing
number of reforms aimed at strengthening accountability and better disclosure, and a growing positive role played by the mass media and civil society in this area. The large majority
of recent reforms have failed to provide for the need to strengthen oversight mechanisms,
enforcement agencies, and the framework for penalties against violations. In this area new
legislation alone will be insufficient. What is required to produce an effective system is to
combine a broader regulatory framework with effective control and enforcement agencies
geared toward raising vigilance among the public and mass media.
In short, a good financing system must safeguard open and free political competition
that is fair and equitable, while contributing, through greater transparency, to stronger
public confidence in parties, politics, and democracy. That goal will require a mixed system (public and private), with full disclosure, and a strong regulatory agency supported
by an effective system of enforcement with penalties. Public financing provided to parties should be commensurate with efforts to develop parties’ own resources, and should
involve a system for matching funds or reimbursements. Private financing must include
a share raised from grassroots contributions, but because of its limited size, that share
will not be the sole source of funding. The imperative of disclosure entails publication of
regular financial statements, auditing, and public access to accounting records and advertising contracts. Enforcement requires a politically independent authority with financial
budgetary independence, which must be adequately empowered by legislation to exercise
authority to oversee, verify, investigate, and when appropriate, hand up indictments. All
of these arrangements will require strong, genuine political will in favor of authentic reforms.

Electoral Participation
Recent trends in electoral participation may not be cause for serious concern, but there is
significant room for improvement, with about 60 percent of the voting-age population turning out to vote. Although this figure may be taken to indicate that Latin American democracies are in relatively good health—given that the level of participation in Latin America is
not dramatically different from that found in some advanced democracies—levels of voter
turnout alone are not a clear indicator of confidence in the democratic system. Instead,
individuals’ reasons for abstention (are they alienated from the system or satisfied with how
things are going, and thus apathetic?) are a more accurate gauge of the health of democracy
in a given system.
Chapter 9 examined the characteristics of politically active individuals by country (the
“micro level”), and explored which systems produce the greatest incentives for citizens to
make the effort to vote (the “macro level”). The political-institutional factors considered
at the macro level included, among others, the type of voter registration system, whether
voting is compulsory or voluntary, the electoral formula used to award seats, the legal and
constitutional framework, and the party system. In terms of institutional design, results
indicate that higher turnout levels are associated with (1) automatic voter registration and
compulsory voting with enforceable penalties; (2) systems that hold concurrent presidential and legislative elections; and (3) systems in which levels of political freedoms and civil
liberties are relatively high.
Transitional elections tended to have higher levels of turnout than subsequent democratic elections, but not by a large amount. The perception of transparency and effectiveness
in the electoral process are also important motivators of participation. Countries whose
citizens perceive that the electoral process functions well, that viable options exist, and that
change can bring concrete improvements in living conditions have higher relative numbers
of politically active citizens. Therefore, it is the responsibility of political parties and of
candidates to make the electoral process attractive to voters. Substantive, programmatic
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citizen participation in direct democracy. For that reason, legislation in most countries expressly precludes these issues from the purview of popular consultations.
Consultations, referendums, and initiatives can introduce distortions in the absence of
efficient representative democratic institutions based on a stable multi-party system. If they
are used by the executive as a means to bypass the legislature they can contribute to the
weakening of representative institutions both by making them seem less relevant and by
allowing the adoption of reforms aimed at strengthening the executive’s hand.
The mechanisms of direct democracy are likely to be more useful at the subnational
level, where the scale of government is smaller and decision making takes place in closer
proximity to constituents. If properly employed, direct democracy can strengthen the legitimacy of the system by providing citizens with a direct opportunity to voice their opinions on
policy. Otherwise, these mechanisms, far from serving as instruments available to citizens
for direct participation in policy making, become a means of social protest, separate from
elections, that may serve to discredit representative institutions to the detriment of democratic governance.

Public Support for Democracy
A majority of Latin Americans prefer democracy to any other type of regime. Although the
proportion (53 percent) is relatively modest, democracy still appears to be supported by the
majority and to have reached a certain equilibrium that limits the chances for authoritarian
reversals—at least ones involving sharp departures from democratic practices. Curiously,
even during periods of poor economic performance, support for democracy has not plummeted—a considerable accomplishment.
Citizens’ prevailing preference for democracy contrasts with the low level of satisfaction
with democratic performance and to the lack of confidence in the institutions of democratic
representation. Citizens do not want to forgo democracy; but they do appear to blame
politicians and elites for the system’s failure to promote adequate social and economic
development and to effectively deliver public services. Widespread discontent and lack of
confidence has affected the degree of electoral volatility, which, in turn, has contributed to
political uncertainty—and in some cases, instability. Fed by campaign promises made by
those aspiring to govern, democracy has produced high expectations, leading citizens to
look for results that are greater than what the political system can realistically offer, especially considering the adverse economic context in which democratic processes were initiated or restored in most of the region.
Democratic governance requires effective institutions that have the capacity to produce
results. Trust in public policies and public institutions are gained based on the quality of
the outcomes of those policies. Therefore, while the risk of an authoritarian reversal appears minor, given the generally small share of citizens who express any preference for
authoritarian rule, there are still dangers that threaten democracy if it fails to transform
formal rights into concrete results. Democracy enables the broad exercise of freedoms of
speech and association, whose effects can include not only electoral losses for incumbents
who perform poorly, but also the resignation of presidents in the face of popular unrest, as
has occurred various times over the past 20 years. If the fruits of democratic government
continue to be limited, the balance may again tip toward a change in regime, particularly
among the roughly 40 percent of the public who express apathy or indifference about the
type of government under which they live or who may even envisage supporting an authoritarian regime in difficult circumstances.
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politics is fundamental in this regard. Parties need to demonstrate that the issues included
in their platforms matter and that their political proposals are sufficiently viable for voters to
turn out at the polls. Also worth noting is the correlation between electoral participation and
perceptions of the legitimacy and integrity of political institutions, actors, and processes,
including political parties and the executive and legislative branches of government.
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