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ABSTRACT 
 
Since presidential term limits were (re)adopted into many constitutions during the third wave of 
democratization, 207 presidents across Latin America, Africa, the Middle East, and Asia have 
reached the end of their terms in office. Of these, 30% have attempted to contravene term limits 
whereas 70% have stepped down in compliance with tenure rules. Furthermore, of the presidents 
who have attempted to alter tenure restrictions, some have succeeded in fully abolishing term 
limits, others have only managed a one-term extension, while a minority have failed in their bids 
to secure any additional terms in office. What explains these divergent trajectories? On the basis 
of a series of statistical analyses, I argue that trends in electoral competition over time are the 
best predictor of the range of term limit contravention outcomes across the board, with the least 
competitive elections permitting full term limit abolition and the most competitive elections 
saving off attempts at altering executive tenure rules. Furthermore, results show that failed 
contravention attempts are true borderline cases, rather than instances gross miscalculations of 
success by the president and her party, in that they feature less competitive elections than non-
attempt cases but more competitive elections than successful contravention cases. These findings 
suggest a linkage between political uncertainty and constitutional stability more generally.  
 

RESUMEN 
Desde que muchas constituciones establecieron o re-establecieron límites temporales para los 
mandatos presidenciales, 207 presidentes en América Latina, Africa, Medio Oriente y Asia 
llegaron al final de su período. El 30% de ellos trataron de abolir los límites temporales o 
extender sus mandatos, el resto dejó el cargo, respetando la regla de mandato limitado. ¿Qué 
explica estas trayectorias divergentes? Con base en una serie de análisis multinomiales logit, 
sostengo que los niveles altos de competencia política en el Estado predicen el respeto por los 
límites temporales mejor que el nivel general de democracia o los atributos individuales de los 
presidentes. Analizando los desafíos exitosos a estas reglas, se advierte que es más probable que 
los límites temporales se eliminen completamente cuando presidentes recientes fueron 
enjuiciados después de dejar sus cargos, mientras que la extensión de los límites vigentes es más 
probable cuando el presidente en funciones es fundador de su partido. Estos hallazgos echan luz 
sobre los fundamentos del constitucionalismo en general. 
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During the rewriting of national constitutions in states across the world during the “third wave” 

of democratization (1970s–1990s), many drafters sought to rein in the power of presidents who 

had previously dominated political life in their polities. One almost universal constitutional 

provision that was adopted towards this end was a clause limiting the number of terms in office 

the president could serve in succession. While the precise tenure restriction varied across states 

and regions (with many Latin American states opting for a single term and African, Middle 

Eastern, and Asian countries generally setting two-term rules), the aim of these term limit laws 

were the same: to promote turnover in the executive office and foster horizontal accountability 

between government branches in the new democratic environment. At the time of adoption, these 

formal institutions promised to end the tradition of “presidents for life” that had undermined 

constitutionalism and the rule of law for so long. 

 However, since term limit laws were adopted into third-wave constitutions, the record of 

adherence to these rules has been decidedly mixed. Of the presidents in third-wave regions who 

have reached the end of their final constitutionally mandated term in office, nearly one-third 

have attempted to circumvent term limit laws. Of those who attempt to contravene term limits, 

35% are able to abolish tenure restrictions altogether, 44% secure a one-term extension while 

21% fail to change term limit laws and are forced to step down as scheduled. Interestingly, in 

almost every case, changes to term limit laws have been achieved during settled (not transitional) 

political periods through the proper, formally prescribed channels for constitutional change, 

namely an amendment vote in the legislature, an interpretive decision by the constitutional court, 

or a popular referendum, rather than through the informal use of brute force, questionable 

executive decrees or authoritarian obfuscation that had characterized declarations of life 

presidencies in earlier eras. This fact has led Posner and Young (2007) to argue that term limit 

struggles have actually contributed to institutional adherence in young democracies. However, 

even though the presidents who evade term limits through these legal channels are technically 

following the letter of the law, Omotola (2011) contends that they are running afoul of 

constitutionalism, tending towards personalism, and may actually be propagating new forms of 

neopatrimonialism by their abuse of state resources for their term limit extension campaigns. As 

Ginsburg, Melton & Elkins contend, “[d]emocracy is ultimately about processes, not 

personalities, and there is something unseemly about rulers who reengineer higher law to 

facilitate personal ambition” (2011, 1831).  
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This observed variation in the stability and enforcement (Levitsky & Murillo, 2009) of 

presidential term limit rules raises a series of interesting puzzles. First, why are some presidents 

constrained by the constitutional limits on executive tenure while others are able to circumvent 

these very same provisions in their countries’ constitutions and remain in power? Furthermore, 

among the cases of successful contravention, why are some presidents able to fully abolish term 

limits whereas others must settle for only one additional term in office? Finally, what explains 

why some presidents fail in their attempt all together? The answers have implications for theories 

of institutional change as they speak to a broader question: under what conditions do formal 

constitution rules, once adopted, become effective constraints on the power of the actors who 

themselves make the rules?  

To date, much neo-institutional scholarship has been based on the premise that 

constitutional rules constrain because they are exogenous (Tsebelis 2002; Steinmo, Thelen & 

Longstreth, 1992), yet such a premise proves theoretically problematic (Shvetsova 2003) when 

political elites who are subject to constitutional rules are also the rule makers. In such situations 

it is “unclear whether institutions constrain their behavior or simply reflect their initial 

willingness to abide by such norms,” (Pérez-Liñán & Castagnola 2016, 412)—a willingness 

which may change over time. Thus, when explaining when presidents seek additional terms in 

office versus stepping down from power as constitutionally required, most existing scholarship 

on presidential term limit contravention focuses on traits of the presidents themselves that may 

affect their willingness, such as their popularity (Corrales 2016) and the value they have been 

able to capture from rent seeking while in office (Baturo 2014). However, such explanations 

focusing on the president overlook the fact that the decision to alter term limit laws is ultimately 

in the hands of the national legislature or constitutional court, rather than the prerogative of the 

president him- or herself. Thus, a full theory of the variation in term limit adherence must speak 

to the strategic calculations and capacity of these veto players.  

To this end, this paper examines presidential term limit adherence from 1975 through 

2016 across third-wave states with presidential or semi-presidential systems of government. The 

207 president cases included in the analysis offer a rich source of variation in term limit 

adherence outcomes, and the range of arguments tested allows us to fully explore how and why 

such institutional choices are made in different country contexts by the legislators and judges 

who are the final arbiters. In theorizing not only successful relaxation of term limits, but also 
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shedding light on failed attempts and disaggregating single extension from full abolition, this 

study also expands the scope of the analysis over previous scholarship on term limit 

contravention (see for example, Baturo 2014; Corrales 2016; Kouba 2016; VonDoepp 2005). 

On the basis of a series of statistical analyses informed by field and case-study work, I 

show that trends in inter-party electoral competition best explains the observable patterns of term 

limit adherence outcomes. Specifically, term limits are more likely to be challenged and 

ultimately relaxed when electoral competition has been consistently low or in decline over the 

past few election cycles. Furthermore, when attempts at term limit contravention are further 

disaggregated, evidence shows that term limits tend to be fully abolished in the most 

noncompetitive polities, extended for one additional term in less competitive electoral 

environments, and that attempts fail when recent elections have trended semi-competitive. 

Echoing the robust scholarship linking electoral uncertainty to institutional choice (e.g., 

Grzymala-Busse 2007; Luong 2002; Chavez 2004) and expanding upon recent findings linking 

power asymmetries (Corrales 2016) and ruling-party independence to term limit outcomes in 

Latin America in particular (Kouba 2016; Corrales 2016), I hypothesize that recent trends in 

electoral competition impact term limit outcomes specifically through the informational cues the 

trends provide to the legislators and judges who are deciding the fate of term limit amendments, 

namely information about the ruling party’s ability to win future presidential elections and 

information about the degree of leverage the ruling party has over the future political careers of 

the legislators and judges to cajole them into voting the party line. In the end, it is the strategic 

calculations and professional vulnerabilities of ruling party legislators and judges, rather than the 

interests of the president, that determine whether term limit laws are upheld or contravened. 

The paper will proceed as follows. The first section briefly discusses the history of 

presidential term limits across the third-wave regions and describes in detail the recent 

observable variation in term limit adherence across the relevant country cases. The next section 

explores competing hypotheses regarding the causes of successful constitutional amendments, 

followed by a third section that explicates the theory linking electoral competition to variation in 

term limit contravention outcomes. Next, a series of statistical analyses tests the relationship 

between electoral competition and the range of various term limit outcomes: 1) successful 

contravention (versus stepping down from office on schedule), 2) full abolition (versus a one-
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term extension), and 3) failed attempts (versus both successful attempts and non-attempts). 

Finally, the results and implications are discussed in the concluding section.  

 

EXECUTIVE TERM LIMITS IN THEORY AND PRACTICE ACROSS  
THIRD-WAVE LIBERALIZERS 

 

Presidential term limits are formal, legal restrictions on the maximum length of time that one 

person may serve in the post of the president. Exact tenure restrictions differ across states: some 

institute a lifetime cap while others only limit consecutive terms in office; term lengths vary 

between four and seven years; and the total number of terms is generally capped at one or two, 

though a few states adhere to a three-term limit. In almost all cases, presidential term limit 

provisions are enshrined in national constitutions as part of the enumeration of institutions that 

shape the power of the executive. Even though presidential term limits are widespread among 

democratic states today, imposing tenure restrictions on the executive is not a necessary tenet of 

democracy (indeed, the United States did not adopt presidential term limits until 1951, 175 years 

after the establishment of the democratic system). In discussing the debate, Corrales & Penfold 

(2014, 158) note the classical liberal argument that term limits are actually anti-democratic in 

that they restrict voter choice, infringe on candidates’ rights, and decrease lame duck presidents’ 

accountability to citizens. Alternatively, some argue that in nascent democracies emerging from 

strongman rule, presidential term limits can strengthen democracy by promoting the rule of law 

over the rule of man, facilitate peaceful alternations of power across (and also within) parties, 

lower the chance of rebellion, and generally guard against the tyranny that unlimited incumbent 

advantage can enable (Ginsburg, Melton & Elkins 2011).  

Term limits were a fairly recent constitutional innovation, save for in Latin America, 

when they were adopted by states during the third wave of democratization. Most sub-Saharan 

African, North African, and Middle Eastern independence constitutions written between the 

1920s and 1960s generally followed their former British or French1 colonial powers and did not 

formally place limits on executive tenure.2 This resulted in life presidencies for many leaders, 

                                                
1 France did not adopt presidential term limits in its semi-presidential system until 2008. 
2 However, there were a few exceptions. States that did briefly adopt presidential term limits in early independence 
constitutions include Tunisia, Rwanda, Togo, Somalia, Congo-Lópoldville, and Syria. In addition, a handful of 
states, including Nigeria, Ghana, and Egypt, briefly adopted term limits into amended constitutions after 
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such as Houphouet-Boigny in Côte d’Ivoire, Bourguiba in Tunisia, Hafez al-Assad in Syria, and 

Kenneth Kaunda in Zambia, who clung to power in excess of 30 years in some cases. Further 

west, in South, Southeast, and East Asia, presidential term limits were also rarely included in 

independence or early constitutions of the 1930s–1970s. In fact, across these regions, restrictions 

on presidential tenure were only briefly adopted in first constitutions by the Philippines, Taiwan, 

and South Korea, and were quickly erased in all three states by strongmen rulers who came to 

power in subsequent decades. Similarly, across former Soviet republics in Eastern Europe and 

Central Asia, the tenure in office of the general secretary of the USSR and the first secretaries of 

the various Soviet republics were not subject to term limit restrictions, and most Soviet leaders 

held on to the office until death. Only in Latin America was there a noteworthy history of 

executive term limits prior to the third wave. In response to the dictatorial rule of long-term 

leaders in nineteenth century, bans on reelection (or just on immediate reelection in some cases) 

were written into the constitutions of most if not all countries in Latin America at the time of 

independence from Spain and Portugal or in the decades following (e.g., 1821 in Colombia, 1822 

in Peru, 1853 in Argentina, 1871 in Chile, 1891 in Brazil, and so on) (Carey 2003, p. 122). Yet 

these early one-term tenure restrictions were flaunted by a number of civilian leaders in the 

1920s–1930s and largely overturned by military juntas in the 1960s–1970s.  

It was only during the democratic transitions of the 1970s–1990s that presidential term 

limits were widely adopted (or re-adopted in Latin American cases) across the regions under 

study here. At that time, such limits were implemented in response to the highly uncertain 

electoral environment of third-wave transitions, often by outgoing single-party regimes as a type 

of institutional “insurance mechanism” (Ginsburg 2003) to ensure that if the incumbent party lost 

the first multiparty presidential election, they would be able to compete for subsequent elections 

on equal footing (McKie 2017). Yet despite the impressively widespread adoption of presidential 

term limits during this era, these new tenure laws began to be challenged in all regions as early 

as the mid-1990s, and the trend has been gaining momentum ever since. Maltz (2007) has 

identified two different methods that have been used to challenge executive tenure restrictions in 

recent times: “hard contravention,” which is the total abolition of tenure restrictions on the 

executive, and “soft contravention,” where the number of consecutive terms a president can 

                                                                                                                                                       
independence but before 1990. However, in all of these countries, term limits were soon after repealed by 
subsequent single-party or military rulers. 
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serve is only extended, generally for one additional term. Between 1990 and 2016, a total of 207 

presidents from third-wave regions reached the end of their constitutionally mandated final term 

in office. Of these, 62 presidents (30%) have attempted to circumvent term limits, with 22 

succeeding at fully lifting term limits, 27 achieving one additional term in office, and 13 failing 

in their attempt. The remaining 70% of presidents chose to step down without incident in 

accordance with the term limit laws that were in force at the time they took office. While there is 

some regional variation in the frequency of attempts and the balance between the use of soft 

versus hard contravention, each of the third-wave regions feature instances of the full range of 

term limit outcomes. Overall, the fact that 30% of presidents in developing states attempt to 

circumvent tenure restrictions reflects an ironic weakness of the very institutions that are 

expressly designed to rein in the abuse of presidential power.  

 What explains this striking variation in the adherence to recently adopted term limit laws 

across third-wave cases? At its base, the question about term limit adherence or contravention is 

a question about the amendment of constitutions in electoral democracies. Therefore, an 

exploration of the conditions that drive term limits to be upheld versus challenged must begin by 

considering the causes that have been theorized to compel constitutional change versus stability 

more generally. 

 

APPROACHES TO EXPLAINING CONSTITUTIONAL AMENDMENT  
OF TERM LIMIT RULES 

 

Though much has been written about the initial choice of specific institutional designs during 

constitution writing in third-wave transitions,3 there has been less work exploring the causes of 

later constitutional change through amendments during normal political times. This may be 

largely due to the notion that existing theories of institutional change “tend to predict that 

constitutional amendments occur only very rarely and under very high odds” (Behnke & Benz 

2009, 215). Yet, the increasingly widespread evasion of presidential term limits constitutes a trend 

towards the passing of constitutional amendments largely in the absence of any exogenous shock 

                                                
3 See, for example, Lijphart (1992) and Benoit and Schiemann (2001) on the choice of electoral systems; Shugart 
(1998) and Easter (1997) on the choice of executive-legislative relations; Magalhaes (1999) and Ginsburg (2003) on 
the choice of judicial powers; and Frye (1997) on the selection of presidential powers. 
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that would otherwise precipitate constitutional reform.4 Among the current scholarship that does 

seek to explore the phenomenon of constitutional amendments in general, and challenges to 

presidential term limit clauses in particular, causal explanations for when amendments will be 

attempted and subsequently succeed fall primarily into a few distinct schools of thought.  
 First, one set of arguments posits that in general constitutional amendments are passed 

when a rule change is necessary due to an institutional crisis stemming from the dysfunctional 

performance of the current constitutional arrangement or in reaction to popular pressure for 

reform due to shifts in public opinion on an issue (Negretto 2013, 46). A second set of theories 

locates the variation in constitutional amendment attempts and successes in external pressures 

such as international diffusion effects (Elkins 2010), which may encourage constitutional 

amendment if neighboring countries have previously changed their related laws or aid donor 

conditionality (Wright 2009), which may discourage any constitutional changes of which donors 

may disapprove for fear of aid being cut. Third, various features of the domestic institutional 

landscape have also been theorized to affect constitutional amendment outcomes. Scholars such 

as Lutz (1994) and Lorenz (2005) argue that how difficult the amendment process is and how 

many veto players are involved directly impacts the frequency of constitutional changes. More 

broadly, the level of democracy in a state has also been held up as a prime explanation, with the 

assumption that more democratic countries will possess a stronger rule of law, which precludes 

altering constitutions for the personal gain of one individual. While these various contextual 

explanations are adept at identifying necessary conditions for constitutional change, a more 

actor-centric approach is needed to uncover the sufficient conditions behind term limit 

extensions in particular.  

 Much of the actor-centric research into term limit contravention to date has focused 

primarily on one actor—the president—and has argued that differences in traits of the presidents 

themselves drive the observed variation in term limit outcomes. For example, higher presidential 

approval ratings (Corrales 2016), the extent to which presidents have been able to enrich 

themselves in office, or their immunity concerns, if any (Baturo 2014), have all been posited to 

effect term limit contravention in studies using different country samples from the present 

analysis. However, these analyses are incomplete because, while presidents may desire to lift 
                                                
4 Note that my focus on constitutional change through piecemeal amendment is conceptually and theoretically 
distinct from studies that explore the stability of whole constitutions/episodes of full constitutional redrafting. For 
work on the survival of constitutional regimes see Mittal & Weingast (2013) and Elkins, Ginsburg & Melton (2009). 
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term limits in order to keep capturing the spoils of office, they do not hold the power to pass or 

certify changes to term limit rules themselves. Meanwhile, the few actor-centric studies of term 

limit contravention that focus on the principle-agent dynamics between the president and 

members of the ruling party have produced divergent findings, with Kouba (2016) arguing that 

more institutionalized parties rein in presidential ambitions to extend terms, but VonDoepp 

(2005) contending that high party cohesion is necessary to compel ruling party MPs to acquiesce 

to the president’s wishes on the term limit amendment. Furthermore, theories that link party 

institutionalization to term limit outcomes do not take into account the fact that, in some cases, 

judges, not legislators, ultimately rule on term limit challenges.5 

 Thus, there remains a need to develop a comprehensive theory that can explain the 

actions of both ruling party MPs and constitutional court judges in order to fully understand the 

variation in contravention outcomes across cases. After all, the logic of horizontal accountability 

would suggest that legislators and judges should always prefer to limit the executive’s power to 

ensure that parliaments and courts remains strong vis-à-vis the executive and thus to avert the 

creation of a delegative democracy or a similar hyper-presidential system. However, the fact that 

legislators and judges have voted to weaken tenure rules for nearly a quarter of post–third wave 

presidents necessitates developing an alternative explanation for why these bodies behave 

seemingly counterintuitively to facilitate an executive extension of power. The following section 

develops such a theory. 

 

THEORIZING TERM LIMIT CONTRAVENTION: TRENDS IN ELECTORAL 
COMPETITION  

 
Since executive term limit rules are, at base, electoral rules, and since elections not only decide 

the presidency but also determine the political fortunes of legislators and, indirectly, judicial 

appointments, the electoral environment in a state should be a key factor that informs term limit 

contravention attempts and outcomes. Building on scholarship that has found electoral 

uncertainty to be a powerful causal factor in actors’ choices of political institutions during 

constitution making in the course of political transitions (see Luong 2002; Frye 1997; Jung & 

                                                
5 Generally, judges become the arbiters of term limit decisions in cases where a new constitution has been 
promulgated during the president’s time in office, so the court is called on to decide whether or not the president’s 
previous term(s) count under the new constitutional limit on executive terms in office.  
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Deering 2015), I theorize here that the degree of electoral uncertainty can play an equally 

important role during more settled times of constitutional amendment in shaping actors’ 

preference for term limit rules. Thus, I argue that trends in electoral competition best explain 

attempts at term limit contravention in general, and can also explain the observable patterns of 

disaggregated contravention attempt outcomes, distinguishing between full abolition, a one-term 

extension, and failed attempts, more specifically. Overall, I maintain that term limits are more 

likely to be challenged and ultimately relaxed when electoral competition has been consistently 

low or in steep decline over the past few election cycles. In particular, states with noncompetitive 

electoral trends will see full term limit abolition; states with less competitive elections will 

feature one-term extensions; and states with consistently semi-competitive elections will see 

presidents try but often fail to relax tenure restrictions. Only in states where elections have grown 

more competitive over time will we see no attempts to contravene term limits.  
Though they cannot be tested directly in the statistical analysis, there are two causal 

mechanisms I suggest link trends in electoral competition to term limit contravention outcomes. 

Both of these mechanisms pinpoint ways in which electoral trends impact the decision calculi of 

the legislators and judges who ultimately decide on term limit amendments. First, low or 

declining electoral competition creates the perception among these actors that the ruling party 

will continue to win elections into the foreseeable future. This reduces any fear they may have 

that lifting term limits could inadvertently advantage an opposition party, since the low level of 

electoral uncertainty makes an opposition win highly unlikely in the foreseeable future. As such, 

the “insurance” (Ginsburg 2003) that term limit laws originally provided parties at the time they 

were initially adopted (namely, that an opposition party would not enjoy unlimited incumbent 

advantage) is no longer needed by the current ruling party, and thus the term limit rule is 

expendable. However, just because term limit rules are no longer needed, this does not guarantee 

that ruling party legislators and affiliated judges would automatically vote to scrap them. Here, a 

second, interrelated causal mechanism linked to low electoral competition comes into play—the 

leverage the president and the party have over of ruling party legislators and constitutional court 

justices. A dominant party that is able to consolidate control over the legislature and the high 

courts can threaten members with being “de-campaigned” in the next election or dismissed from 

the court if they do not vote the party line. In this way, low electoral competition creates an 

environment where the party is able to blunt the veto-player power of these actors and cajole 
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them into approving term limit amendments. Thus, to avoid censure from the party (and with no 

ability to switch parties due to low competition), legislators and justices should be willing lift 

term limits to ensure their own political survival even if it weakens their collective institutional 

power vis-à-vis a strengthened executive.  

In terms of the presidents themselves, the degree of electoral uncertainty—and the 

resulting perception and leverage mechanisms—should also play a role in whether particular 

presidents begin a public campaign to attempt to lift term limits. I begin with the assumption that 

all presidents would like to extend their term in office if possible, but will only make a public 

attempt at contravention if they have a reasonably certain chance of winning elections into the 

foreseeable future (perception) and are fairly certain they can compel a successful coalition 

among legislators or justices who are willing to approve changes to presidential tenure 

restrictions (leverage). The next section designs a test of this electoral uncertainty hypothesis 

against other possible explanations for variation in term limit adherence across the universe of 

cases. 

 
CROSS-NATIONAL ANALYSIS OF VARIATION IN TERM LIMIT ADHERENCE:  

DATA AND INDICATORS 
 

To assess whether trends in the competitiveness of elections is consistent with the observed 

variation across presidencies, I undertake a series of cross-national statistical analyses of 

executive term limit contravention attempts and outcomes. The unit of analysis in this study is 

the individual national president of a sovereign state who meets the following case criteria: 

a) She or he is an elected6 head of state in a presidential or semi-presidential system, as 

classified by Elgie (2013), (2016); 

b) In a state that is an “electoral democracy,” meaning that opposition parties are legally 

allowed to and do contest elections and where elections are (generally) held on a regular 

basis per electoral law;7  

                                                
6 Either by popular vote or a vote in the legislature, whichever is mandated in the constitution. 
7 This definition of “electoral democracy” includes states that have been labeled “competitive authoritarian” due to 
their mixture of formal democratic institutions with informal authoritarian practices. They are included because 
there is observable variation in term limit outcomes even among these cases. 
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c) In a region that was part of the third wave of democratization, namely, Latin America, 

Sub-Saharan Africa, Central, South, Southeast and East Asia, Eastern and Southern 

Europe, and the Middle East/North Africa; 

d) Who has reached the end of his/her final term in office as mandated by the constitution at 

the time of entry into the office 8 after 1975 (the start of the third wave).9 

 

In all, there are currently 207 cases of presidents across third-wave regions who fit the case 

selection criteria. Some individual presidents are included twice as two separate observations for 

various reasons, such as if they served two non-consecutive times in office (e.g., Preval in Haiti) 

or if they first extended their tenure for one additional term and then later, during their extended 

term, term limits were abolished completely (e.g., Niyazov in Turkmenistan). The complete list 

of the presidents included in the analysis is presented in Appendix A. 

 
Dependent Variable 

 
To capture the full range of outcomes, each president included in the analysis was coded into one 

of four action categories with regards to term limits contravention: 1) no attempt to contravene 2) 

failed attempt to contravene10 3) successful contravention—one additional term 4) successful 

contravention—full abolition. Data for the coding was drawn from constitutional texts collected 

by the author and by the Comparative Constitutions Project (Elkins, Ginsburg & Melton 2014), 

country legislative gazettes, court rulings, and media accounts of the same. During the statistical 

analysis section of this study, these categories will often be combined in various configurations 

in order to estimate different outcomes of interest. For example, the first outcome to be analyzed 

is the successful relaxation of presidential term limits, operationalized as whether a sitting 

                                                
8 The only exception is the case of President Compaoré in Burkina Faso who is still included even though he 
resigned the presidency shortly after his bid to scrap term limits failed due to a popular uprising in the country.  
9 I constrain the cases to presidents who leave office after the advent of the third wave of democratization in order to 
hold constant the broader pro-democracy international environment.  
10 To qualify as a “failed” attempt, there must be evidence that the president or her surrogates undertook an official 
action towards the altering of term limit rules that was ultimately unsuccessful. Generally, this action will either be 
the introduction of a bill in Parliament or the filing of a constitutional court petition. Using this criteria distinguishes 
true cases of tried but failed attempts from the (likely numerous) cases where presidents and their parties privately 
considered an attempt to amend tenure restrictions but ultimately decided not to take any official actions towards 
that end. Indeed, as mentioned earlier, I assume that all presidents would like to extend their stay in office, so 
classification in the “non-attempt” category is not meant to imply that a president did not desire to extend their term, 
merely that they chose (for whatever reason) not to begin official proceedings towards that goal.  
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president oversees a successful constitutional amendment or constitutional court ruling that 

allows him or her to seek11 additional term(s) in office. For this test, both types of successful 

contravention cases (one additional term and full abolition) are aggregated into a “term limits 

contravened” dependent variable category and are compared against a “term limits respected” 

category that aggregates no attempt and failed attempt cases. Later in this article, single term 

extensions will be disaggregated from full abolition, and failed attempts will be disaggregated 

from both no attempt and successful attempt cases in order to model occurrences of these 

specific outcomes. These various dependent variable specifications will be discussed in the 

subsequent sections prior to each new model estimation. 

 
Independent Variables  
 
Electoral competition has historically been modeled by static measures based on a single 

electoral cycle, such as the effective number of parliamentary parties (ENPP), the margin of 

victory between the top two parties, or Pedersen’s (1979) electoral volatility index. However, 

these static measures do not fully capture the directional trends in competition over time or 

accurately reflect the realities of competition in the non-institutionalized party systems that 

dominate third-wave states, where election boycotts and party switching make indicators based 

on one snapshot in time potentially misleading.  

In order to overcome these limitations of classical electoral competition measures, I 

construct a new measure, Trends in electoral competition, that accounts for changes over time in 

both the direction and degree of electoral strength12 of parties. Specifically, this indicator 

classifies countries based on the changes over time in the margin of victory between the 

president’s party and the opposition party that garners the most votes, over the span of the three 

most recent legislative electoral competitions (ending with the election just after the incumbent 

president either steps down or extends/abolishes term limits). The competitiveness of legislative 

elections rather than the competitiveness of presidential elections is analyzed due to the difficulty 

in systematically comparing results of one-round plurality executive elections to two-round 

majority executive elections across the various country cases and because the perceptions of 

                                                
11 A president does not have to win a subsequent term in office to be categorized as relaxing term limits; s/he simply 
needs to secure the right to contest additional election(s) (e.g., Wade in Senegal (2012)).  
12 The notion of taking into account both the “degree and direction of change” in the strength of competing political 
groups comes from Luong (2002). 
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party strength and leverage mechanisms affecting MPs, which I suggest underlie the connection 

between electoral trends and term limit outcomes, are more informed by legislative poll numbers 

than presidential vote totals.13  

 The margin of victory (MoV) for each election is calculated by subtracting the 

percentage points of votes14 won by the top vote-getting opposition party from the percentage 

points of votes won by the president’s party in each of the three electoral contests in order to 

capture the degree of competition. Then, the MoV values from the three elections are assessed in 

sequence to identify the directional trend of competition over time. Based on the observed trend, 

each case is then classified into one of three ordinal categories:  

 
Noncompetitive: The president’s party enjoyed a MoV greater than 25%15 in each of the 

three legislative elections. Future outcomes in the same vein are highly certain. 

 
Less Competitive: The MoV in at least one of the three elections was between 25% and 

10%, in favor of the president’s party (and did not fall below 10% in either of the two most 

recent elections). Future outcomes in the same vein are fairly certain, though less so than in 

the noncompetitive category. 

 
Competitive: An opposition party came within 10% of the president’s party in at least one 

of the two most recent elections and may have even taken over the legislative majority in 

some cases (which would produce a negative MoV value). Presidents who were 

Independents (who have no affiliated party in the legislature16 and thus an MoV of -100% 

                                                
13 Electoral data were collected from various global and regional sources including the Inter-parliamentary Union 
(IPU) election archives (2016) and the Election Guide of the International Foundation for Election Systems (2016), 
among others.  
14For the few cases where vote share data is not available, seat share data were used instead. 
15 The threshold is set at 25% because, looking across the data, this is roughly the tipping point in terms of electoral 
trajectories. If the first election was won by a MoV of more than 25%, it was generally the case that elections 
remained similarly uncompetitive, whereas cases in which the first MoV was lower than 25% were more apt to see 
elections become increasingly competitive over time (though there are clearly exceptions).  
16 There are only eight instances of truly independent presidents: Kocharyan (Armenia), Kuchma (Ukraine), Karzai 
(Afghanistan), Kučan (Slovenia), Eanes (Portugal), Adamkus (Lithuania), and Nakamura and Remengesau (both of 
Palau) (though these two Palau observations get dropped from the statistical analysis due to missing data on other 
indicators). Some central Asian presidents (e.g., Lukashenko in Belarus, Akayev in Kyrgyzstan) are/were 
independents on paper, but since virtually all legislators in office during their presidencies were also independents 
and were in close alliance with the president as if they were in the same party, these cases are coded as 
“noncompetitive” due to the continual dominance of the presidential-aligned legislators over the three relevant 
elections. 



   

 
 

McKie   14 

in legislative elections) are also included in this category. Future outcomes are highly 

uncertain.  

In addition to trends in electoral competition, a number of control variables are also 

estimated in the statistical analysis. Some of these controls relate to traits of the particular 

president, while others speak to the state’s broader political environment. First among the former 

group, Party founder controls for whether or not the president in question is (one of) the original 

founder(s) of the party and the first member of that party to occupy the office of the president.17 

Second, the Fate of previous presidents captures if any previous presidents have been prosecuted 

and jailed, exiled, or even killed once out of office in the past fifteen years.18 Third, the Value of 

holding presidential office controls for the income-generating capacity of the presidency through 

rent seeking. In a previous study of term limit challenges covering an earlier time frame and 

including pre–third wave cases as well as third-wave democracies, Baturo employs a measure of 

the size of the public sector in general19 as a proxy for the value of holding office, plus a measure 

of trust in the national banking sector as a proxy for the surety of presidents retaining assets once 

they leave office. However, here I employ a new, much more precise measure of presidential 

rent-seeking from the recently released Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) dataset, the executive 

corruption score (v2x_execorr), coded on an interval scale between 0 and 1 by country experts to 

assess the degree to which a president misappropriated public funds or other state resources for 

personal or family use during their time in office (Coppedge et al. 2015). Ideally, the public 

approval rating of each president, which Corrales (2016) found to be key in explaining variation 

in term limit contravention across Latin American cases, would also be included as a variable. 

However, unfortunately, no reliable comparable data on presidential approval ratings exist, so 

that variable cannot be tested in the present analysis. 
                                                
17 Data on party founder status was sourced by the author from publically available party documents or secondhand 
scholarly publications about party history. For presidents who switched parties during their tenure, I code for the 
party they belonged to at the end of their original terms of office. 
18 Mirroring Baturo (2014), data on the fate of previous presidents in drawn from the Archigos 4.1 dataset 
(Goemans, Gleditsch, & Chiozza, 2009, 2016); however, I survey the past fifteen years (rather than just the fate of 
the immediate previous president as Baturo does), since such legacies are likely to last longer than one 
administration. 
19 The specific public sector indicator Baturo uses is the “Government Share of Real GDP per capita (RGDPL), 2005 
Constant Prices” from Penn World Table 6.3 by Heston, Summers and Aten (2009). In addition to not being a very 
precise measure of the enrichment presidents can obtain from holding office, this variable is also not used in the 
present analysis because the Penn World Tables dataset discontinued reporting RGDPL after 2008. In addition, the 
“contract intensive money” indicator that Baturo uses as a proxy for trust in the banking sector ignores the fact that 
many leaders will keep assets (especially those attained through corruption) in foreign rather than domestic banks, 
making this indicator not particularly informative regarding presidential asset access once out of office.  
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Other control variables relate to the broader political environment in the country at the 

end of the president’s original term in office. First, the degree of legislative backing the president 

enjoys—which relates to whether her party has the requisite supermajority (usually two-thirds) to 

pass a constitutional amendment—is measured as the Percentage of seats in the legislature 

controlled by the president’s party.20 Next is the Level of democracy, which employs the 

Freedom House (2016) ratings of each country in the year prior to when term limits are 

challenged or the year prior to when the incumbent president steps down.21 Similarly, Free and 

fair elections is included in the model to test whether presidents are more likely to attempt to 

relax term limits if they know their party has the ability to rig or otherwise advantage itself in 

elections to increase their odds of winning. Since none of the publically available data sets that 

rate the quality of national elections across the world (Bishop & Hoeffler 2016) provide 

continuous global coverage throughout the entire span of years of this analysis (1975–2016), I 

employ in tandem data from two different datasets that use similar three-point rating schemes: 

the CIRI Human Rights Data Project (Cingranelli & Richards 2014) for elections held between 

1975 and 2011 and the Electoral Integrity Project (Norris & Grömping 2017) for elections held 

between 2012 and 2016.22 Next, the Aid dependence of each country is calculated as the average 

net ODA as a percentage of gross national income (GNI) that each state receives over the three 

years before term limits are challenged or the sitting president turns over power to new 

president-elect.23 The final control variable, Economic performance, uses the GDP per capita 

growth rate in the state during the president’s time in office to test the impact of the president’s 

performance in managing the state’s economy on term limit outcomes.24  

 

                                                
20 The data on percentage of seats are from the Variety of Democracy database (Coppedge et al. 2015), “v2ellostsl” 
variable.  
21 Freedom House data are used here instead of Polity IV because Polity scores are partially based on a measure of 
“executive constraint” which too closely mirrors the dependent variable. A lower Freedom House score indicates a 
higher level of democracy.  
22 The specific CIRI indicator used is the “Free and Fair Elections” variable. This variable was renamed “Electoral 
Self-Determination” (ELECSD) in later versions of the dataset, but it is coded the same way across all versions. The 
specific EIP indicator used is the “PEItype” variable.  
23 The data on “Net ODA received (% of GNI)” are from the World Bank, World Development Indicators (WDI) 
database. 
24 Measured as the GDP-per-capita growth rate averaged over the three years prior to when the president steps down 
from office or attempts to abrogate term limits. Data are from the World Bank’s World Development Indicators 
except for the data on Taiwan and the Former Yugoslav Republic, which since they are not included in the WDI 
database were sourced from Taiwan’s National Statistics Bureau (http://eng.stat.gov.tw) and The Maddison-Project 
(http://www.ggdc.net/maddison/maddison-project/home.htm, 2013 version), respectively. 
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EMPIRICAL RESULTS  

 
Explaining Term Limit Contravention  

 
The first model estimates successful term limit contravention (both full abolition and single term 

extensions combined) in a probit analysis. Probit was selected instead of a similar logistic 

analysis because the additional tests further disaggregating outcomes (failed, extend one term, 

fully abolish term limits) presented later in the paper employ two-step Heckman selection 

models which necessitate the use of probit due to the test’s assumption of bivariate normality 

(Bushway, Johnson & Slocum 2007, 162). 

The results of the initial model estimating successful contravention of presidential term 

limits are presented in Table 1 below. The results clearly demonstrate that recent trends in 

electoral competition is the most significant factor driving the variation in respect for term limit 

laws, with the categorical predictors for both noncompetitive and less competitive electoral 

trends significant at the 99% level. This indicates that lower and/or declining levels of electoral 

competition makes term limit contravention more likely to occur. In fact, when moving between 

extremes on the three-category scale from competitive to noncompetitive elections, the change in 

predicted probability25 of contravening term limits increases 31.2 percentage points when all 

other indicators are held at the mean. Similarly, moving from competitive elections to the middle 

category of less competitive elections produces a 32.8 percentage point increase in the predicted 

probability of contravention. This signals that term limits are not only relaxed in states where 

elections are highly skewed but also in states where the ruling party tends to win, albeit 

consistently, by as little as 10 percentage points over their nearest competitor, which is the lower 

boundary between less competitive and competitive elections in this indicator.  

  

                                                
25 Since the interpretation of coefficients is not straightforward in probit (as the coefficients give the change in the z-
score rather than the size of the effect on the dependent variable), the reporting of predicted probabilities is generally 
the preferred method of interpretation of outcomes for probit models. 
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TABLE 1 
 
 

DETERMINANTS OF SUCCESSFUL TERM LIMIT CONTRAVENTION ACROSS 
THIRD-WAVE STATES, 1975–2016A 

 

DV: Successful Term Limit Contravention (One-term extension and full abolition combined) 
 

Trend in Electoral Competition 
     Less competitive 
 
     Noncompetitive 
 

   
           1.200*** 
          (0.35) 
           1.158*** 
          (0.42) 

  

Party Founder 
 

           0.549* 
          (0.30) 

  

Fate of Previous President (15 
years) 
 

          -0.121 
          (0.28) 

  

Economic Performance           - 0.001 
          (0.04) 

  

Aid Dependence (% GNI) 
 

          -0.038* 
          (0.02) 

  

Executive Corruption 
 

           1.138 
          (0.81) 

  

Level of Democracy (Freedom 
House) 
 

           0.133* 
          (0.07) 

  

Free and Fairness of Elections 
 

          -0.138 
          (0.22) 

  

Party Seat Share in Legislature            0.007 
          (0.01) 

  

Constant           -3.015*** 
          (0.75) 

  

N 
Correctly predicted cases 

          207 
          85.4% 

  

 

Coefficients are significant at † p<0.10, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 
Probit regression. Standard errors in parentheses. 
 

 

 

The initial adherence-contravention model estimated in Table 1 also shows that term 

limits are more likely to be relaxed for presidents who preside over weaker democracies, whose 

states are more aid dependent, and who are founders of their political party. Each of these 

indicators is significant at the 90% level and the coefficients are in the expected direction on 

each. More precisely, being a party founder increases the predicted probability of relaxing term 
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limits by 12 percentage points; a one-unit change in the Freedom House score (trending towards 

less free) increases the predicted probability of contravening term limits by 3 percentage points; 

and for every one-percent increase in aid as percent of gross national income, the predicted 

probability of contravening term limits decreases by just under one percentage point. Apart from 

these three indicators, the coefficients for the other predictors included in the model in Table 1 

were generally in the expected direction though not significant. Overall, the percent of cases 

correctly predicted by the full model is 85.4%, which represents a 38.8% reduction in error over 

the modal category.  

 
Explaining Full Abolition versus Single Extension among Successful  
Cases of Contravention 
 
In the initial model above, the “contravention” category lumped together cases of single-term 

extensions with cases of total term limit abolition. However, the argument could be made that 

altering term limit laws to allow for one additional term in office is a less egregious breach of the 

rule of law than scrapping tenure restrictions all together. Thus, the question remains as to 

whether there are different factors at play that cause presidents to attempt—and legislators and 

judges to approve—tenure extensions but not full abolition, and vice versa. Therefore, this 

section disaggregates successful contravention outcomes in order explain these divergent 

outcomes. To do so, I employ a two-step Heckman selection procedure that fits a maximum-

likelihood probit model with sample selection (Heckman 1976). In the first stage, the selection 

model uses the same dependent variable used in the original probit test above to selects 

presidents into adherence versus contravention categories. Next, the second stage disaggregates 

cases of successful contravention to form a new dependent variable specification, one additional 

term versus full abolition, and estimates a subsequent outcome model to identify the factors that 

correlate with full abolition. Since the Heckman approach has been found to be “sensitive to 

correlation among covariates in the outcome and selection equations” (Marra & Radice 2013), 

the selection equation must contain at least one variable that is not in the outcome equation. 

Thus, the economic performance variable is left out of the outcome model on theoretical 

grounds, because it is the variable that is least precise in measuring its intended effect and 

because a positive performance is likely to drive both extension and abolition cases in similar 

ways. 
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  Just as I found that declining trends in electoral competition explain term limit 

contravention, I hypothesize that trends in electoral competition will also explain the variation in 

the degree of contravention, namely whether term limits are only extended for one additional 

term or removed from the constitution all together. Specifically, term limits are more likely to be 

merely extended when electoral trends are less competitive while they are more likely to be 

abolished when elections have been consistently noncompetitive over time. The logic behind this 

hypothesis is that while members of ruling parties in less competitive systems may feel confident 

their party will win the presidency in the immediate future, they are less certain of the party’s 

ability to retain its dominance in the longer term. Thus, they are willing to extend incumbent 

advantage for their party’s president in the short term but still retain a maximum tenure 

restriction for the executive as an insurance mechanism in case an opposition party should 

capture the presidency in the more distant future. 

 Table 2 presents the results of the two-step Heckman probit model estimation, with the 

second step modeling extend-versus-abolish term limit outcomes in the top portion of the table. 

As hypothesized, the indicator for less competitive elections, the middle category of the electoral 

trends variable, is significant at the 95% level with the negative sign on the coefficient signaling 

that less competitive elections are less likely to feature in cases where term limits are fully 

abolished than they are where one-term extensions are granted (with a change in predicted 

probability of 24.4 percentage points). Indeed, among the 27 cases in which term limits were 

only extended for one term, eleven (41%) were states with less competitive electoral trends, 

whereas elections were less competitive in only 18% (four out of twenty-two) of cases where 

term limits were abolished. Instead, the vast majority (64%) of cases in which term limits were 

abolished were categorized as noncompetitive.  

 In addition to trends in electoral competition, the outcome model in Table 2 also reveals 

that the party founder indicator is significant at the 95% level, with the negative sign on the 

coefficient interestingly indicating that presidents in cases where term limits were abolished were 

less likely to be party founders than presidents who managed to extend their time in office for 

one additional term. Specifically, the predicted probability of being a party founder decreases by 

nearly 14 percentage points in cases where term limits are abolished compared to cases in which 

the president secured a one-term extension. There are two possible causal mechanisms that could 

explain this curious correlation between party founders and term limit extension but not abolition 
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that also relate to the finding that extensions occur with higher frequency in less competitive 

electoral environments. First, parties that are young enough to have their original founder 

currently serving as the president will generally have not yet had time to establish extreme 

electoral dominance, and thus are more likely fall into the less competitive category. In such 

situations, fully abolishing term limits would be risky but extending term limits would allow the 

party to further consolidate their power. At the same time, a party founder is likely to have more 

personal persuasion over ruling party legislators, which allows him/her to better cajole cadres 

into agreeing to an expansion of presidential powers than would a president who was not a party 

founder and where intra-party rotation of power may be a stronger established norm.  

 Continuing with model 2, the indicators for the fate of previous presidents and executive 

corruption are significant at the lesser 90% level. The predicted probability of fully abolishing 

term limits increases by nearly 13 percentage points when a former president has been jailed, 

driven into exile or the like within the past fifteen years. The logic in this result seems clear—

presidents who have a higher fear of future persecution based on historical precedent will press 

to remain in office indefinitely (and are willing to risk any negative reputational costs in order to 

try) since merely extending for one term would only delay, not avoid, possible reprisals. Next, 

the degree of executive corruption indicator provides an unexpected result: the negative sign on 

the coefficient indicates that presidents who extend for one term are more highly personally 

corrupt than leaders that oversee the full abolition of term limits. This suggest that Baturo’s 

findings regarding the link between the ability to capture spoils from office and term limit 

contravention (2014, p. 156) may be primarily driven only by the numerically larger subset of 

term limit extenders. Finally, none of the remaining indicators were significant predictors of term 

limit abolition over extension, though the signs on the coefficients are all in the hypothesized 

direction. 
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TABLE 2 
 
 

DETERMINANTS OF TOTAL ABOLITION OF TERM LIMITS ACROSS 
THIRD-WAVE STATES, 1975–2016B 

 

DV: Full Abolition of Term Limits                 Outcome Model                                                                                                 
Trend in Electoral Competition 
     Less competitive 
 
     Noncompetitive 
 

   
          -0.955**                            
          (0.45) 
          -0.405 
          (0.59) 

 
 

 

Party Founder 
 

          -0.731** 
          (0.32) 

  

Fate of Previous President (15 years) 
 

           0.673*   
          (0.35) 

  

Aid Dependence (% GNI) 
 

          -0.003    
          (0.03) 

  

Executive Corruption 
 

          -2.181*   
          (1.26) 

  

Level of Democracy (Freedom House) 
 

           0.003 
          (0.08) 

  

Free and Fairness of Elections 
 

          -0.037    
          (0.30) 

  

Party Seat Share in Legislature            0.004 
          (0.01) 

  

Constant            2.318** 
          (1.09) 

  

N 
Correctly predicted cases 

            49 
          53.1% 

  

DV: Successful term limit contravention        Selection Model                                                                                                 
Trend in Electoral Competition 
     Less competitive 
 
    Noncompetitive 
 

   
          1.222***                            
         (0.36) 
          1.043** 
         (0.42) 

 
 

 

Party Founder 
 

          0.514* 
         (0.29) 

  

Fate of Previous President (15 years) 
 

         -0.081   
         (0.28) 

  

Economic Performance  
 

          0.004    
         (0.03) 

  

Aid Dependence (% GNI) 
 

         -0.037*    
         (0.02) 

  

Executive Corruption 
 

          1.029   
         (0.81) 

  

Level of Democracy (Freedom House)           0.174**   
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          (0.07) 
Free and Fairness of Elections 
 

         -0.119   
         (0.22) 

  

Party Seat Share in Legislature           0.007 
         (0.01) 

  

Constant 
 
N 

         -3.187*** 
         (0.75) 
           207 

 
 
 

 

 

Coefficients are significant at † p<0.10, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 
b Heckman probit with sample selection. Standard errors in parentheses. 

 
 Overall, the model specified here under-predicts term limit extensions and over-predicts 

full abolition, with a result of 53% correctly predicted. This suggests that other variables not 

included in this model are important to identify in order to fully understand under what 

conditions presidents and their parties chose to merely extend or fully abolish term limits. 

 
Explaining Failed Attempts at Term Limit Contravention 
 
Thus far, the focus of the analysis has been on explaining and disaggregating successful term 

limit contravention. Such a focus is warranted since approximately 80% of public bids to relax 

term limits are successful, signaling that presidents and their parties generally attempt to 

contravene term limits only when they are highly certain of success. However, the fact remains 

that about 20% of term limit challenges fail, so the question lingers as to why a minority of 

attempts are unsuccessful. This section aims to address the puzzle of failed term limit 

contravention bids. 

In order to explore the causes of failed attempts, I estimate two different Heckman probit 

two-step models. The first compares failed attempts to non-attempts while the second compares 

failed attempts to successful attempts. In the first two-step test, the selection model employs the 

original dependent variable used previously to selects presidents into adherence versus 

contravention categories. Next, in the outcome model, the adherence cases are disaggregated to 

form a new dependent variable specification, no attempt versus failed attempt, and the model 

estimated to identify the factors that correlate with failure. For the second Heckman two-step 

test, a new dependent variable indicating “no attempt” versus “attempt” (which includes abolish, 

extend, and failed cases) is constructed for use in the first step, which selects all attempted cases 

into the outcome model. Next, the outcome model employs a dichotomous dependent variable 
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that classifies cases as “failed attempts” versus “successful attempts” (which combines both 

extensions and full abolition) and estimates factors that predict successful attempts. Since 

presidents and their parties are strategic, and thus variables explaining success would also 

explain attempts, the same set of independent variable indicators will be employed as in the 

models estimating success above. 

 Once again, I hypothesize that the degree and direction of electoral competition will 

primarily drive the probability of failure in the cases where presidents publically attempt to 

contravene term limits. Specifically, I predict elections will trend more competitive in failed 

cases than in successful cases, but less competitive than cases in which the president stepped 

down without attempting to secure additional terms in office. Thus, failed attempts should be 

truly “borderline” cases where strategic presidents knew they would have a chance, but not be 

guaranteed, to succeed in lengthening their stay in office given the medium level of electoral 

competitiveness that legislators and judges would perceive in the polity.  

 The results of the first Heckman test estimating the causes of failed bids compared to 

cases where no challenge was ever made to term limit laws are presented in Table 3, Model 1. 

The results show that cases of failed attempts of term limit contravention feature less competitive 

electoral environments than in the non-attempt case, with the noncompetitive category 

significant at the 95% level and the semi-competitive category significant at the 90% threshold. 

More specifically, the marginal effects demonstrate that the predicted probability of being in the 

failed attempt category increases by 24 percentage points as elections move from competitive to 

less competitive, and by 35 percentage points when elections trend noncompetitive. In addition 

to electoral trends, the other factors that distinguish failed cases from non-attempts are that failed 

cases are more likely to have party founders as the executive and also be less democratic as rated 

by Freedom House, results that are significant at the 95% and 90% levels, respectively. Overall, 

the percent of cases correctly predicted by the outcome model is 89%. Thus, failed cases do look 

significantly different than non-attempt cases, signaling that executives who try but fall short of 

altering term limit laws are not grossly miscalculating their chances since they do share some of 

the features that were found above to drive successful term limit contravention cases. Yet, how 

similar these failed cases are to those successful cases remains to be seen in the next model. 
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TABLE 3 
 
 

DETERMINANTS OF FAILED CASES OF TERM CONTRAVENTION ACROSS 
THIRD-WAVE STATES, 1975–2016C 

 

                                                                   Outcome Model 1                    Outcome Model 2 
                                                                  DV: Failed attempts              DV: Failed attempts 
                                                                   (vs. non-attempts)          (vs. successful contravention) 
Trend in Electoral Competition 
     Less competitive 
 
    Noncompetitive 
 

 
 0.765*           
(0.41)              
 1.030**   
(0.44)           

  
            1.608*** 
           (0.45)    
            1.183*** 
           (0.44)    

 

Party Founder 
 

 0.642**          
(0.28)           

            0.397    
           (0.38)    

 

Fate of Previous President (15 years) 
 

 0.278                                       
(0.28)                           

           -0.151 
           (0.34)       

 

Aid Dependence (% GNI) 
 

-0.029                                       
(0.02)           

       -0.067** 
           (0.03)    

 

Executive Corruption 
 

 0.170                                 
(0.78)           

      1.541* 
           (0.92)      

 

Level of Democracy (Freedom House) 
 

 0.143*                                  
(0.07)           

        0.287** 
           (0.11)    

 

Free and Fairness of Elections 
 

-0.223                                     
(0.20)           

            0.065 
           (0.31)       

 

Party Seat Share in Legislature  0.004                                       
(0.01)           

            0.009 
           (0.01)       

 

Constant -2.066***                                 
(0.63)           

        -4.398*** 
           (1.23)    

 

N 
Correctly predicted cases 

 156 
 89.1%       

62 
70.9% 

 

                                                                    Selection Model 1               Selection Model 2 
                                                                 DV: No contravention      DV: Attempt at Contravention      
Trend in Electoral Competition 
     Less competitive 
 
     Noncompetitive 
 

   
 -1.343***                 
 (0.35)           
 -1.336***                 
 (0.41) 

 
            0.870*** 
           (0.34)    
            1.022**  
           (0.40)                                          

 

Party Founder 
 

 -0.477*                   
 (0.28)                    

            0.621**  
           (0.27)                                    

 

Fate of Previous President (15 years) 
 

  0.073                    
 (0.27) 

            0.161    
           (0.24)                                    

 

Economic Performance 
 

  0.050*                   
 (0.03) 

            0.069**  
           (0.03)                                    

 

Aid Dependence (% GNI) 
 

  0.046**                  
 (0.02)                    

           -0.024    
           (0.02)                        
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Executive Corruption 
 

 -1.535*                   
 (0.84)   

            0.508    
           (0.65)                          

 

Level of Democracy (Freedom House) 
 

 -0.159**                  
 (0.07)                    

            0.142**  
           (0.07)                         

 

Free and Fairness of Elections 
 

  0.145                    
 (0.20) 

           -0.108    
           (0.21)                            

 

Party Seat Share in Legislature  -0.003                    
 (0.01) 

            0.006    
           (0.01)                                      

 

Constant 
 
N 

  3.034***                 
 (0.74)                                  
  207 

           -2.581*** 
           (0.67)                                             
           207  

 

 

Coefficients are significant at † p<0.10, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 
c Heckman probit with sample selection. Standard errors in parentheses. 
 

 

  The results of the second Heckman test estimating the cause of failed bids compared to 

successful cases of term limit contravention are presented in Table 3, Model 2. The results again 

show that trends in electoral competition is the strongest predictor, with elections in failed cases 

being, on average, more competitive than elections in successful cases. Both noncompetitive and 

less competitive categories are significant at the 99% level and the predicted probability of 

failure decreases by over 30 percentage points for cases in both groups. In addition to electoral 

trends, the results of Model 2 also reveal that failed term limit contravention cases differ in other 

key ways from successful cases. Notably, failed cases are more democratic, with lower (more 

free) Freedom House scores and are also more aid dependent than states which flout term limit 

laws. Both results are significant at the 95% level. Finally, failed cases are also less likely than 

successful cases to feature a highly corrupt president, as indicated by the positive coefficient on 

the executive corruption indicator, which is significant at the 90% level. However, it is notable 

that the indicator for party founder is not statistically significant in this model, which 

demonstrates that similar percentages of party founders failed as succeeded in altering term limit 

laws (around 40% for each). All told, the model correctly predicted the failure-versus-success 

outcome in 71% of cases.  

In all, it is clear that the presidents and parties who failed in their pursuit to amend term 

limit laws cases did not grossly overestimate the odds, nor were they seemingly slam-dunk cases 

that were derailed by idiosyncratic factors. Rather, taken together, the results from the above two 

models indicate that attempts to contravene term limits failed in polities that were true 

“borderline” cases, meaning that they shared some attributes with both non-attempt and 
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successful attempt cases. Like successful cases of contravention, failed cases often featured party 

founder presidents, yet they also tended to be more aid dependent, which closely resembled non-

attempt cases. Failed attempts are also, on average, less democratic than non-attempt cases but 

more democratic than successful contravention cases. Finally and most significantly, recent 

electoral trends in failed attempts were less competitive than in cases where presidents willingly 

stepped down but were still more competitive than in cases where term limits were successfully 

extended or abolished outright.  

 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 
Overall, the results of the above series of statistical analyses show that variation in term limit 

adherence is not simply a product of having the necessary party super-majority in the legislature 

to amend the constitution, as may have been assumed, nor is the variation driven by differences 

in presidents’ desire to retain their position based on the extent to which they are able to enrich 

themselves while in office, as has been previously suggested.26 Instead, term limit contravention 

is a more complex story of constitutional change undertaken in times of low electoral uncertainty 

due to the long-range view and limited independence that low competition creates for the 

legislators or judges who have the final say on constitutional amendments and interpretation of 

constitutional law. 

These findings offer key insights into broader questions about the strength and stability of 

formal institutions in developing countries and the underpinnings of constitutionalism in all 

polities. First, formal institutions have traditionally been viewed as exogenous independent 

variables that drive political outcomes through stable, self-enforcing frameworks (North 1990), 

such that they are rarely altered once established because of the vested interests that are created 

and the corresponding high cost of enacting changes (Elster, Offe, & Preuss 1998, 29). However, 

                                                
26 As mentioned previously, in his earlier study of term limits, Baturo (2014) concluded that the “value of holding 
political office” is the most important factor driving variation in term limit adherence based on the results of his 
main statistical analysis (Table 6.1, p. 159). However, in a later model (Table 6.3, p. 173) in which he leaves out the 
indicators for the value of holding office and instead disaggregates indicators for constraints on the president, Baturo 
finds electoral competition (measured as the percentage of seats held by opposition parties) to be statistically 
significant in explaining term limit outcomes. Curiously, he never estimates a model that includes both indicators in 
order to test these two significant findings against each other. While for reasons discussed earlier I cannot exactly 
replicate Baturo’s indicator for the value of holding office for my expanded-year dataset, when I approximate it with 
V-Dem’s “executive corruption” indicator and include it in my models along with the trend in electoral competition 
variable, the value of holding office is not statistically significant. 



   

 
 

McKie   27 

the evidence on term limit contravention patterns here suggests that, in newly liberalized states, 

institutions are just as likely, if not more so, to be endogenous dependent variables that are 

themselves instrumentally shaped by power dynamics on the ground. This echoes the turn within 

comparative politics scholarship to examine the causal directions of institutions (Weyland 2002, 

68). Furthermore, it begs the question of at what point, if ever, do institutions become entrenched 

enough in and of themselves that a change in the underlying power dynamics will not lead to a 

change in the enforcement of the rule. Thus, a future fruitful avenue for research could be the 

identification of that “tipping point” at which a particular institution goes from being shaped by 

power relations to shaping the nature of power. 

Second and relatedly, the findings here reinforce that the level of electoral competition in 

a polity is a key factor underpinning variation in constitutional stability. As much recent 

comparative research has demonstrated, low levels of electoral competition can undermine 

constitutionalism in myriad ways, from weakening incentives for judicial autonomy (Chavez 

2004) to promoting the adoption of extreme power-concentrating executive institutions (Negretto 

2013). It is only when competition is robust (Grzymala-Busse 2007), where one or more 

opposition parties has the potential to replace the incumbent party as perceived by members of 

the ruling party, that constitutional rules such as term limits are routinely respected. This raises a 

question as to whether there are connections between levels of competition and rates of 

constitutional amendment more generally, a factor that has often been ignored in studies of 

constitutional stability, which tend to focus more on amendment rules, veto players, and the 

extent to which the initial drafting of the constitution was sufficiently participatory when seeking 

to explain the occurrence of amendments. If so, the connection between electoral competition 

and constitutional stability should be viewed as the key link that creates the affinity between 

democracy and the rule of law.  
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APPENDIX A 
 
 

PRESIDENT (COUNTRY) CASES INCLUDED IN ANALYSIS  
BY OUTCOME CATEGORY 

 

 
Presidential Term Limits Abolished 

 

Aliyev, I. (Azerbaijan, 2009) Correa (Ecuador, 2015) Nazarbayev (Kazakhstan, 2007) 
Ben Ali (Tunisia, 2002) Deby (Chad, 2005) Niyazov (Turkmenistan, 1999) 
Biya (Cameroon, 2008) Diof (Senegal, 1998) Ortega (Nicaragua, 2014) 
Bongo (Gabon, 2003) Eyadema (Togo, 2002) Rahmon (Tajikistan, 2016) 
Bouteflika (Algeria, 2008) Guelleh (Djibouti, 2010) Rajapaksa (Sri Lanka, 2010) 
Chávez (Venezuela, 2009) Hernández (Honduras, 2015) Tandja (Niger, 2009) 
Compaore (Burkina Faso,1997) Lukashenko (Belarus, 2004)  
Conte (Guinea, 2001) Museveni (Uganda, 2005)  

 
Presidential Term Limits Extended 

 

Akayev (Kyrgyzstan, 1998) Kagame (Rwanda, 2015) Nujoma (Namibia, 1998) 
Aliyev, H. (Azerbaijan, 2003) Karimov (Uzbekistan 2007,2015) Ortega (Nicaragua, 2010) 
Bashir (Sudan, 2015) Medina (Dominican Rep., 2015) Rahmon (Tajikistan, 2003) 
Cardozo (Brazil, 1997) Mejía (Dominican Rep, 2002) Sassou-Nguesso (Congo, 2015) 
Chávez (Venezuela, 1999) Menem (Argentina, 1994) Selah (Yemen, 2001) 
Compaore (Burkina Faso, 2005) Milošević (F.R. Yugoslavia, 2000) Tadic (Serbia, 2012) 
Correa (Ecuador, 2009) Morales (Bolivia, 2009) Uribe (Colombia, 2006) 
Dos Santos (Angola, 2010) Niyazov (Turkmenistan, 1994) Vujanovic (Montenegro, 2013) 
Fujimori (Peru, 1993, 1999) Nkurunziza (Burundi, 2015) Wade (Senegal, 2012) 
 

Failed Attempt at Contravening Presidential Term Limits 
 

Chiluba (Zambia, 2001) 
Compaore (Burkina Faso, 2014) 

Lula da Silva (Brazil, 2009)27  
Menem (Argentina, 1999) 

Obasanjo (Nigeria, 2006) 
Pérez Balladares (Panama,1998) 

Chavez (Venezuela, 2007) 
Duarte (Paraguay, 2007) 

Morales (Bolivia, 2016) 
Muluzi (Malawi, 2004) 

Ramos (Philippines, 1998) 
Uribe (Colombia, 2010) 

Lugo (Paraguay, 2011)   
 

Presidential Term Limits Respected 
 

Adamkus (Lithuania) Fox (Mexico) Monge (Costa Rica) 
Alemán (Nicaragua) Franco (Brazil) Montiero (Cape Verde) 
Alfonsín (Argentina) Frei (Chile) Moscoso (Panama) 
Aquino (Philippines) García (Peru) x 2 Mujica (Uruguay) 
Arias (Costa Rica) x2 Funes (El Salvador) Mwinyi (Tanzania) 
Aristide (Haiti) Gašparovič (Slovakia) Nakamura (Palau) 
Arroyo (Philippines) Gaviria (Colombia) Natsagiin (Mongolia) 
Arzu (Guatemala) Gilgorov (Macedonia) Ortega (Nicaragua, 1990) 
Aylwin (Chile) González Macchi (Paraguay) Parvanov (Bulgaria) 

                                                
27 I am grateful to Fernando Bizzarro Neto for bringing to my attention the 2009 proposed amendment extending term limits in 
Brazil. For the legislative record of the bill, seehttp://www.camara.gov.br/proposicoesWeb/prop_imp; jsessionid=D82633 
DB8D1AD92AF75075BE20908584.node1?idProposicao=436506&ord=1&tp=completa)  
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Azcona (Honduras) Guebuza (Mozambique) Pastrana (Colombia) 
Bachelet (Chile) Gul (Turkey) Paz Estenssoro (Bolivia) 
Barco (Colombia) Herrera (Venezuela) Paz Zamora (Bolivia) 
Basescu (Romania) Hurtado (Ecuador) Piñera (Chile) 
Battle (Uraguay) Iliescu (Romania) Pohamba (Namibia) 
Belaúnde (Peru) Jagdeo (Guyana) Portillo (Guatemala) 
Berger (Guatemala) Jayewardene (Sri Lanka) Preval (Haiti) x2 
Betancur (Colombia) Kabbah (Sierra Leone) Putin (Russia) 
Bolaños (Nicaragua) Karzai (Afghanistan) Rawlings (Ghana) 
Borja (Ecuador) Kerekou (Benin) Reina (Honduras) 
Caldera (Venezuela) Kibaki (Kenya) Remengesau (Palau) 
Calderón (Costa Rica) Kikwete (Tanzania) Rene (Seychelles) 
Calderón (El Salvador) Kim Dae-jung (South Korea) Rodríguez (Costa Rica) 
Calderón (Mexico) Kim Yong-sam (South Korea) Rodríguez (Paraguay) 
Callejas (Honduras) Kirchner, C. (Argentina) Roh Moo-hyun (South Korea) 
Carazo (Costa Rica) Kocharyan (Armenia) Roh Tae-woo (South Korea) 
Cardoso (Brazil) Konare (Mali) Saakashvili (Georgia) 
Cerezo (Guatemala) Kučan (Slovenia) Saca (El Salvador) 
Chamorro (Nicaragua) Kuchma (Ukraine) Salinas (Mexico) 
Chen (Taiwan) Kufuor (Ghana) Sampaio (Portugal) 
Chinchilla (Costa Rica) Kumaratunga (Sri Lanka) Samper (Colombia) 
Chissano (Mozambique) Kwaśniewski (Poland) Sánchez de Lozada (Bolivia) 
Chun (South Korea) Lacalle (Uraguay) Sanguinetti (Uruguay) x2 
Colom (Guatemala) Lagos (Chile) Sarney (Brazil) 
Cristiani (El Salvador) Lee Myung-bak (South Korea) Siles (Bolivia) 
de la Espriella (Costa Rica)  Lee Teng-hui (Taiwan) Soares (Portugal) 
de la Madrid (Mexico) Lilić (Fed. Rep. Yugoslavia) Suazo (Honduras) 
Duarte (El Salvador) Lobo (Honduras) Toledo (Peru) 
Duarte (Paraguay) Lusinchi (Venezuela) Torrijos (Panama) 
Durán-Ballén (Ecuador) Maduro (Honduras) Trovoada (São Tomé & Príncipe) 
Eanes (Portugal) Martelly (Haiti) Turbay (Colombia) 
Endara (Panama) Martinelli (Panama) Vázquez (Uruguay) 
Febres-Cordero (Ecuador) Menezes (São Tomé & Príncipe) Wasmosy (Paraguay) 
Fernández (Dominican Rep)  Mesić (Croatia) Yayi (Benin) 
Figueres (Costa Rica) Milošević (Serbia) Yeltsin (Russia) 
Flores (El Salvador) Mkapa (Tanzania) Yudhoyono (Indonesia) 
Flores (Honduras) Mogae (Botswana) Zedillo (Mexico) 
 Moi (Kenya)  
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