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Do Uruguayan evaluate their presidents according to the cyclical model of approval typical of presidential 
systems with fixed terms of office? The cyclical model of approval implies that terms of office begin with a 
“honeymoon” with high levels of approval, then decrease and recover again at the end of the period. In 
Uruguay, this pattern is found only in the last four governments, but not before periods. How can the 
changes in the presidential approval dynamics be explained? The article states that this is the result of the 
changes of electoral rules. Using data from the Executive Approval Project, the temporal analysis reveals 
that, under the new institutional contexts, popular support for the president grows, increasing the “clarity 
of responsibility” that allows citizens to evaluate their presidents according to the outcome of economic 
policies and the electoral cycle. In short, by analyzing the Uruguayan case, this article attempts to provide 
evidence regarding the importance of institutional design in the approval of the presidential administration. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

The study of presidential evaluation is important for understanding the operation of democracies. In 
presidential systems, if there is an adequate clarity of responsibility, the chief executive is seen as the main 
responsible for the successes and failures of a government’s management, so the variation in the opinions 
of citizens operates as a mechanism of vertical inter-electoral accountability (O’Donnell, 2007). The sharp 
drops in approval levels, for example, have a direct impact on changes in electoral preferences, as well as 
on the directions of government agendas (Carlin, Love & Martínez-Gallardo, 2015a) and are fairly reliable 
predictors of presidential term interruptions (Pérez-Liñán, 2007). 

In Uruguay, there are few articles that analyze the causes of presidential approval. The few papers 
available show that as is theoretically expected, approval ratings depend on the economic situation the 
country is going through (Rius, 1992; Luna, 2002; Carlin & Hunt, 2015). However, the approval dynamics 
during government administrations have not yet been studied, so the first questions leading this paper are: 
how are presidents evaluated during their terms in office in Uruguay? 

Have they maintained similar approval ratings over time? Do they follow the cyclical model of approval 
typical of fixed-term presidential systems? 

In a recent paper regarding approval in Latin America, Carlin, Hartlyn, Hellwig, Love, Martínez-
Gallardo & Singer (2018) state that in presidential systems with fixed terms it is usual to find that approval 
follows a cyclical model, with high levels of initial support, associated with the “honeymoon” phenomenon, 
gradual decline and subsequent recovery of approval ratings towards the end of the term. But they find that 
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this situation has not always been the case, and evidence several atypical cases or outliers, including the 
first three presidential terms after 1985 in Uruguay. 

When analyzing the approval series in that country, the diagnosis is correct, the cyclical pattern does 
not emerge until the administration that began in 2000 and the approval averages are very low. For this 
reason, it can be quickly answered that in Uruguay government performance has not always been evaluated 
according to the cyclical approval model. So how do we explain the changes in the levels and dynamics of 
presidential approval during the periods of government? 

A large volume of literature argues that institutions whether electoral rules or typical features of a 
political system have an impact on the way in which citizens evaluate presidents, because they can grant 
them more popular support and thus favor or hinder clarity of responsibility1, in other words, the ability of 
citizens to clarify the political responsibility of their representatives, particularly of the president (Powell 
and Whitten, 1992). 

The literature also states that institutions modify the clarity of responsibility, as they alter the way in 
which power is divided, in particular of the importance of veto players in the political system (Carlin et al., 
2015a). Thus, for example, if government controls the majority of seats in the legislative branch, it will 
tend to be held responsible for the welfare of the population, while this responsibility may be diluted if the 
majority of the parliament is controlled by the opposition. The same situation applies to the powers of the 
president or the number of parties that form the governing coalition and even the percentage of votes with 
which the president is elected. Thus, the existence of bicameral parliaments, coalition governments, 
minority governments and even different levels of political and economic decentralization (León, 2010) 
can dilute the ability of citizens to hold their rulers accountable. 

This observational type of work is limited to describe and argue2 that the changes registered in the 
presidential evaluation series in Uruguay, both in the support level and in the temporal dynamics, are due 
to changes in the institutional context that took place at the beginning of the 21st century in the country, 
particularly in the electoral and party system. It is understood that institutional changes affected approval 
ratings by modifying the way in which citizens support and are able to assign responsibility for the results 
of policies to the president, generating changes in the predictors of presidential approval ratings. 

Through the Uruguayan case, the article provides a first approach to the relationship between approval 
dynamics and political institutions in the country. To this end, it begins with a description of the institutional 
and political changes in Uruguay and analyzes how they impacted presidential approval ratings. The paper 
proposes an interpretative framework on how institutions affect approval dynamics, using the concepts of 
clarity of responsibility and economic voting. Subsequently, the methodological specifications are 
described, followed by an explanation of the changes in the dynamics of presidential approval, according 
to the impact of the economy, the government cycle and the electoral support of the president before and 
after the institutional change. The paper ends with some reflections on institutional design and presidential 
approval, suggesting some alternatives and thinking about the approval dynamics for future government 
administrations. 
 
Institutional Design, Approval and After 

Uruguay’s democracy is one of the oldest and highest positioned in the continent (The Polity IV, 
Freedom House). It is a presidential system, with fixed terms of 5 years and no immediate reelection. Unlike 
other “third wave” democracies, it has long-lived parties, an institutionalized and internally fragmented 
party system, strong party discipline and low levels of corruption. Political competition is ordered by the 
ideological distinction of the left-right axis and public opinion displays a high support level and evaluation 
of democracy, and it has a state-centered model born at the beginning of the twentieth century. But the 
structural problems of emerging democracies, such as economic and social inequality, slow inclusion of 
women in politics, historical practices of cronyism and patronage, among others, are not alien to it. This 
combination of characteristics makes the country an attractive case for analyzing the importance of 
institutions and contexts in public opinion, particularly in the ways in which citizens evaluate their 
presidents, linked to the institutional context. 
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In particular, since 1985, after the last military dictatorship, the country went through a fast transition 
to recover, in a very short period of time, its political system. During the following 30 years, democratic 
levels, moderate ideological polarization and gradual change of electoral preferences have been maintained 
(Luján & López, 2015). Meanwhile, in these years, public opinion has presented high and stable levels of 
partisan identification, institutional trust and support for democracy (Vario & Rodríguez, 2017). In addition, 
the three main political parties (Colorado Party, National Party and Broad Front) have alternated in 
government. 

When analyzing the presidential approval series (Figure 1), it can be seen that the first administrations 
did not register the “honeymoon” phenomenon, nor did they follow a specific pattern of variation. This 
period includes the post-dictatorship governments of the Colorado Party (Julio María Sanguinetti - 985-
1990),3 the National Party (Luis Alberto Lacalle - 1990-1995) and the second government of Julio María 
Sanguinetti (1995-2000), of the Colorado Party. In contrast, subsequent government administrations do 
show the cyclical dynamics of approval, particularly the one headed by Jorge Batlle (2000-2005)4 of the 
Colorado Party and the following three periods of the Broad Front, Tabaré Vázquez (2005-2010), José 
Mujica (2010-2015) and again Tabaré Vázquez (2015 to date). The change in the approval pattern is related 
to the changes in the political-institutional context that occurred at the beginning of the 21st century. 
Specifically, a change in the electoral rules governing since the 1999 election and the consolidation of a 
new balance in the party system (Buquet and Piñeiro, 2014). 

Analyses of presidential approval in Uruguay have been limited and their analytical perspectives differ, 
but all of them highlight the importance of the economy as a predictor of presidential approval ratings. The 
first two studies (Rius, 1992; Luna, 2002) use annual aggregate data, macroeconomic variables and also 
subjective variables to establish predictors of approval ratings. They study periods prior to the change in 
the dynamics of presidential approval in the country. Both find the relevance that the economic situation 
has on the evaluation. Luna states the following: “At the aggregate level, public opinion responses 
consistently to objective conditions in the economy” (2002:148), in particular, to inflation and 
unemployment.5 
 

FIGURE 1 
EVOLUTION OF PRESIDENTIAL APPROVAL IN URUGUAY ACCORDING TO 

GOVERNMENT PERIODS (1986–2016 BY QUARTERS) 
 

 
Source: Quarterly approval data are from the Executive Approval Project period 1986-2016. 
 

The other paper, Carlin and Hunt (2015) finds that Uruguayans behave like investors when evaluating 
their president, in other words, they project their egocentric (personal) economic perspectives before 
retrospective ones to the presidential evaluation. These authors carried out analyses with individual data 
after the year 2000, when the presidential evaluation assumes the cyclical model of approval typical of 
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presidential regimes, so perhaps their finding is related to the change in the economic predictors of approval 
linked to the new institutional design. 
 
Constitutional Reform and Presidential Approval 

Uruguay is characterized for being a presidential system with a bicameral parliament, with concurrent 
elections occurring every five years where immediate reelection is not allowed. Voting is compulsory and 
the parties or “slogans” present blocked and closed lists to different bodies on a single ballot paper. In 
addition, in terms of direct democracy, Uruguay has several referendum and plebiscite mechanisms, both 
by legislative and popular initiative. A constitution was approved by plebiscite in 1996 and promulgated in 
1997, the rules of which were applied for the 1999 election and the elected administration that took office 
in 2000. 

The new regulations introduced several electoral and governance changes. Regarding the government, 
the reform focused power on the president and gave him/her even more initiative when it came to 
influencing the legislative agenda and the creation of political agreements.6 But the most important change 
occurred at the electoral level. The new rules separated the election of subnational bodies by six months 
from the national elections.7 In addition, mandatory internal elections were established for the parties, where 
citizens can voluntarily vote for the candidates of the parties of their choice. In addition, the reform also 
introduced the presidential run-off election, which must be called if none of the presidential formulas8 
exceeds half plus one of the total votes cast (including blank and void votes). Both measures, the internal 
elections and the ballot, made the candidate for president and vice-president be supported by a clear 
majority of the electorate, a fact that did not happen before the application of the rule. 

The modification of the method of electing candidates to the presidency was a fundamental change 
compared to the previous system. In the past, citizens voted by parties or slogans, within it by sub-mottos 
or sectors, each with its own candidates for president. In this way, the presidential ticket of the most voted 
sub-motto within the winning party was the winner.9 As a result, the popular vote that each president had 
in many cases did not exceed 20% of the electorate, and sometimes he/she even had a lower percentage 
than other candidates from less voted parties10 (Table 1). This fact may explain why from the 1999 election 
onwards the terms of office begin with a honeymoon, a fact that is not registered before this electoral reform. 
 

TABLE 1 
PERCENTAGE OF VOTES OBTAINED BY THE WINNING AND LOSING PRESIDENTIAL 

TICKET 1984-2014 
 

 Winner Balloting % Initial presidential approval 

1984 31.4 - 31.4 
1989 38.9 - 34.1 
1994 24.7 - 37.7 
1999 40.1 54.1 56.3 
2004 51.7 - 69.1 
2009 49.3 54.6 75.3 
2014 49.4 56.50 67.7 

Source: Electoral results systematized in Political and International Relations Database FCS-UdelaR. “Results by 
electoral formula 1971-2009” Valid votes. In balloting, the votes cast are reflected (to improve comparability). 
 

As the last column of Table 1 clearly shows, the initial approval ratings in the first months of the term 
of office were lower when the electoral flow of the presidential formula was also lower (before the reform). 
This changes in subsequent presidential terms. There, approval is higher, as well as the voting percentage 
obtained by the presidential ticket in both the first and second round of elections. 
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Evolution of the Party System and Presidential Approval 
The Uruguayan party system is long-lived and institutionalized; in fact, the two main “foundational” 

or “traditional” parties are more than 180 years old (Blanco or National and Colorado) and the Broad Front 
appeared almost half a century ago (in 1971). However, in recent political history, since 1985,11 the party 
system has experienced a major transformation. The gradual decrease in electoral support for the traditional 
parties (first and second parties until 1994) resulted in an increase in the electoral strength of the Broad 
Front, an ideologically challenging competitor of the founding parties. The electoral evolution seen as 
political blocs shows how the traditional subsystem gives way to a growing electoral capitalization of the 
Broad Front that ends up finding its equilibrium in the 2004 election (Figure 2). 

This rebalancing of the party system was reflected in the drop of electoral volatility (Table 2). At the 
same time, it consolidated the competitive logic between two political blocs, one formed by the founding 
parties and the other by the Broad Front. If we analyze the approval ratings of the period and the levels of 
election inter-party and inter-bloc volatility (Figures 3 and 4), it does not seem to exist for the case of the 
parties, but with the exception of Batlle administration, there is a clear relationship between low volatility 
and political blocs and presidential approval ratings. 
 

FIGURE 2 
EVOLUTION OF ELECTORAL PREFERENCES ACCORDING TO POLITICAL 

PARTIES/BLOCS. 1984-2014 
 

 
**References: The dotted line corresponds to the electoral support of the so-called Foundational Bloc, composed by 
adding the electoral results of the National Party and the Colorado Party. The electoral growth of the Broad Front 
continues to be in line with this trend. 
Source: Electoral results systematized in Political and International Relations Database FCS-UdelaR. 
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FIGURE 3 
PRESIDENTIAL AVERAGE APPROVAL RATINGS DURING THE PERIOD OF 

GOVERNMENT AND INTER-PARTY AND INTER-BLOC VOLATILITY12 
 

 
Source: Developed by author, volatility data. Annual approval data correspond to the Executive Approval Project, 
period 1986-2016, averaged by government period. 
 

FIGURE 4 
PRESIDENTIAL AVERAGE APPROVAL RATINGS DURING THE PERIOD OF 

GOVERNMENT AND INTER-PARTY AND INTER-BLOC VOLATILITY13 
 

 
  
Source: Developed by author, volatility data. Annual approval data correspond to the Executive Approval Project, 
period 1986-2016, averaged by government period. 
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TABLE 2 
EFFECTIVE NUMBER OF PARTIES AND VOLATILITY IN URUGUAY 1984-2014 

 
  1984 1989 1994 1999 2004 2009 2014 
NEP Legislative 2.65 2.96 3.33 3.3 3.07 2.39 2.65 
 
Volatility 

Party 5.7 13.4 11.5 9.9 24.8 7.6 4.2 
Bloc 4.9 7.1 5.6 8.5 9.4 1.7 2.1 

 
The effective number of parties in deputies was slightly above 2 since the 1950s, but this was already 

changing in 1984 (Table 3) with a sustained growth of the NEP (Effective Number of Parties) exceeding 3 
points. The main parties obtained two thirds of the electorate, which, added to the weight and autonomy of 
their internal factions, made it difficult to keep a government agreement, since many times they unilaterally 
abandoned the agreed party coalitions. 

As a result of the new electoral rules explained above and the logic of political competition, the effective 
number of parties decreased over time. As Figure 5 shows, clearly, the average approval ratings of 
administrations increase as the (NEP) decreases.13 
 

FIGURE 5 
PRESIDENTIAL AVERAGE APPROVAL RATINGS IN THE PERIOD OF GOVERNMENT 

AND EFFECTIVE NUMBER OF PARTIES NEP 
 

 
Source: Developed by author, NEP data according to the formula proposed by Laasko and Taagepera 1979 - Prepared 
by the Political and International Relations Area of the Database of the Social Sciences Faculty - UdelaR. The annual 
approval data corresponds to the Executive Approval Project period 1986-2016 averaged by government period. 
 
Government Formation and Presidential Approval 

The last decades have witnessed different ways of achieving governance in the country. Sanguinetti’s 
first administration did so as a minority party, establishing specific agreements with the National Party. 
During the following period, the National Party attempted to create a majority coalition that lasted only one 
year, after which Colorado and Nationalist sectors progressively abandoned the agreement and began to 
govern with a minority coalition until the end of the term. The following Colorado government of Julio 
María Sanguinetti did manage to build a coalition of legislative majorities with the National Party that 
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persisted throughout the period. The next Colorado government of Jorge Batlle began with a majority 
coalition, but it collapsed around the economic crisis of 2002, and ended its term as a minority government. 
The following Broad Front governments were governments with their own majorities in parliament. 
(Chasquetti, 2013: 69). 

In terms of presidential approval and governance, as shown in Figure 6, approval ratings in the country 
are better in those periods in which governments achieve a majority. The construction of these legislative 
majorities became easier under the new institutional design. 
 

FIGURE 6 
QUARTERLY PRESIDENTIAL APPROVAL RATINGS BY TYPE OF GOVERNMENT WITH 

MINORITY OR PARLIAMENTARY MAJORITIES14 
 

 
Source: Developed by the author using the distinction between quarters with governments with majorities and 
governments without parliamentary majorities. Quarterly approval data are from the Executive Approval Project 
period 1986-2016. 
 

In short, a quick case analysis shows that the institutions from 2000 onwards generated greater popular 
support for the president and in turn the institutions impacted presidential approval ratings. Specifically, 
approval is higher when the electoral rules change, requiring the president to have a high threshold to be 
elected, which alters the initial approval ratings. Regarding the rebalancing of political competition, the 
data show that in general, approval for post-reform administrations is higher when there is less volatility 
between blocs, when there are fewer parties in the system and when the president has his/her own legislative 
majorities. 
 
Institutional Design, Clarity of Responsibility and Presidential Approval Cycles  

A change in institutional design is associated with patterns of presidential approval through its effect 
on clarity of responsibility. When citizens are able to clearly hold the executive responsible, they will 
evaluate it according to their opinions regarding the results of government policies, especially in the 
economic field (Powell & Whitten, 1992). Thus, “clarity of responsibility” is a concept that allows us to 
understand the causal mechanism by which institutions are able to affect the approval of presidents. The 
clarity of responsibility affects both the weight that the economic situation has on approval and the design 
of electoral preferences based on performance during government administrations and even previous 
periods. 
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Unfortunately, the link between the quality of responsibility and institutional change is presented here 
as a theoretical assumption, as there is a lack of sufficiently long time series to test through individual 
attitudes15 whether citizens do indeed hold the president more or less responsible before and after 
institutional changes in Uruguay. For this reason, the empirical analysis of this assumption has not been 
further explored, but it is supplemented with extensive evidence based on other studies that prove this 
phenomenon (Rudolph, 2003; León, 2010; Renoò & Garmacho, 2010). 

Assuming, then, this connection between institutions and clarity of responsibility, it is worth asking 
how the clarity of responsibility can lead to the dynamics of presidential approval adopting a cyclical model. 
If the institutions grant increased popular support to the president, he/she will start his/her term of office 
with the phenomenon called “honeymoon” associated to the amount of votes received, but also to the hope 
that citizens place in a new government (Carlin et al., 2018). The evolution of approval during the period 
follows the political cycle marked by the limited nature of the presidential term and it is determined by 
citizens’ evaluations regarding the results in different policy areas, especially in economic matters. Thus, 
at mid-term, a drop in approval is expected, as governments allow themselves to adopt restrictive policies. 
Similarly, the magnitude of the increase in approval towards the end of the period again depends on the 
political cycle, as it is associated with the proximity of elections (Stimson, 1991) and the policies that the 
president promotes to increase the likelihood that his/her party will be reelected (see, e.g., Berlemann & 
Enelkemann, 2012).  

The literature highlights two main causes of presidential approval through clarity of responsibility: 
results, on the one hand, and contexts, on the other. Some papers focusing on outcomes point out that it is 
the effects of the policies implemented that impact approval dynamics. In particular, approval depends on 
economic performance, as well as international policy results (McAllister, 1999; Sarin & Villalobos, 2011; 
Samuels, 2004) and even the declaration of war on third countries in the case of the US. (Mueller, 1973; 
Powell & Whitten, 1992:411). Other studies indicate that approval is sensitive to highly visible specific 
problems such as political or corruption scandals (Mueller, 1970) and acts of violence (Booth & Seligson, 
2009; Carlin et al., 2015b; Newman & Forchei- mes, 2008; Tavits, 2007).16 

Those who consider the context argue that the identification of responsibility and its impact on 
presidential evaluation is conditioned by the president’s ability to control the political agenda. These 
capacities, in turn, are determined by institutional matters such as the powers that the president has 
regarding the parliament and the ministerial cabinet, the number of parties and their influence in the 
parliament. (Martínez-Ga- llardo, 2001; Calvo, 2007; Carlin et al., 2015 a and b; Rennó & Gramacho, 
2010). In the same direction, other studies warn about other capacities of the president, for example, the 
way in which the president convincingly manages narratives about the country’s policies and problems 
(Stokes, 2001; Carlin et al., 2015a; Gramacho, 2005), narratives that, in turn, depend on the role played by 
the media (Pérez-Liñán, 2007) in altering or reinforcing the clarity with which the citizens hold the president 
responsible. 

This article supports the idea that results or outputs matter, but their impact will depend on the 
institutional and political context, as this is the one that allows for greater or lesser clarity of responsibility. 
If there is clarity of responsibility, the weight of results, especially economic results, will be critical to 
understanding changes in presidential support. According to the economic voting theory, the citizen is a 
rational individual who will take into account the results to evaluate what has been done by the government, 
disapprove of it and, eventually, change it in the next election (Key, 1968; Dalton, 2000; Anderson, 2000). 
In this way, management evaluation and electoral decisions are based on the results evaluation, rewarding 
or punishing the incumbent according to his/her performance in economic matters. The analysis can be 
based on the prospective or retrospective perceptions of individuals (Fiorina, 1981) or on the aggregate 
level relationship under the “Macro Polity” perspective (Erickson, MacKuen, & Stimson, 2002). 

As explained in Figure 7, if citizens are not able to hold their president accountable for the government’s 
economic performance, they will be the most important predictors of approval ratings (Powell & Whitten, 
1992). Under this logic, the cyclical dynamics of approval will be conditioned by the restrictive and less 
popular measures that governments adopt in their mid-term, as well as expansionary policies in the last 
stage of their term of office (Berlemann & Enelkemann, 2012; Stimson, 1991). 
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FIGURE 7 
CAUSAL MECHANISM, INSTITUTIONS, CONTEXT AND PRESIDENTIAL 

APPROVAL I 

 
Institutions can then create greater clarity of responsibility and this, in turn, can give greater weight to 

economic results in approval ratings. But it is also true that at the end of the period citizens will electorally 
support or punish the governing party according to the results obtained during the period (Key, 1968; 
Dalton, 2000; Anderson, 2000). Thus, the voting decision depends on repeated evaluations of what the 
government has done during its administration (Figure 8) and even of previous administrations. Several 
studies report that those citizens who plan to vote for the president’s party evaluate his/her administration 
much more favorably than those who do not have a defined political preference (Dalton, 2000; Cabezas, 
2015; Lebo & Cassino, 2007). If the results reinforce political preferences, it is possible that the dynamics 
do not respond directly to the results of the government’s economic policies, but rather to the political-
electoral cycle, where there is greater citizen involvement and interest at the beginning and end of the terms 
of office, with greater apathy and disinterest during the middle of the period (Goodhart & Bhansali, 1970). 
 

FIGURE 8 
CAUSAL MECHANISM, INSTITUTIONS, CONTEXT AND PRESIDENTIAL 

APPROVAL II 

 
  

Both phenomena, economic performance and electoral preference, offer empirically linked and 
logically alternative explanations of presidential approval. Keeping in mind that at an individual level it is 
difficult to separate the effects on the presidential evaluation regarding the economic situation and the 
president’s electoral support, in the aggregated analysis it is possible to do so. At this level there is a 
conceptual difference given by the origin and temporal effect of each of these variables, to the extent that 
at this level it overcomes the collinearity test with the presidential evaluation (see Table 4 in the following 
section). It is therefore possible to argue that at the aggregated level, the effect of economic performance 
on approval is reactive and immediate, while the effect of voting is structural and long-term, especially 
when electoral preferences are stable and the party number is reduced (Holmberg, 2009; Huber et al., 2005). 

Previous studies on this subject in Uruguay agree that economic variables are important predictors of 
presidential evaluation. But, considering that the approval ratings and dynamics have changed since 2000, 
it makes sense to think that the new institutions have changed the clarity of responsibility. The increase in 
clarity, in turn, makes the effect of policies, mainly economic, more relevant in this period than in the 
previous one. 
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In order to understand the changes in the dynamics of presidential approval, this paper empirically links 
the impact of changes in institutional design and approval dynamics, comparing the behavior of economic 
indicators in both institutional contexts (before and after the changes). It is expected that the greater the 
clarity of responsibility, the greater the weight of the economic indicators, giving the series its cyclical 
dynamics. 

Hypothesis: After the reform, economic predictors increase their relevance on the evaluation regarding 
presidential performance, explaining the approval cycles. Alternatively, it could be thought that, given the 
institutions and the rebalancing of the party system, electoral preferences, associated with long-term 
outputs, are driving this new cyclical pattern of presidential approval, linked to the electoral cycle. 

Alternative hypothesis: In the post-reform moment, partisan identifications have a greater influence on 
the evaluation of presidents, explaining the approval cycles. 

When analyzing the approval evolution in Uruguay, it is important to bear in mind that two 
circumstances that will be used as control variables in this paper may have an influence. One associated 
with government attrition or timing, which controls both the attrition of leaders and the mid-term existence 
of other policies (not necessarily economic), the results of which were not as expected by the citizenry. 

The other is direct democracy initiatives. These initiatives can have an impact on management 
evaluation (Luna, 2002; Altman, 2010), since they provide an alternative mechanism for expressing 
opinions on a policy implemented by the government. It is, in short, a way of expressing dissatisfaction, so 
it can be expected to alter presidential evaluation as well (Boelhower, 2018; Luna, 2002). In the Uruguayan 
case, direct democracy mechanisms aimed at repealing laws (referendums) and those that modify the 
constitution (plebiscites) have been common in recent history. These initiatives were very frequent, 
supported by the opposition and mostly successful in the three government administrations that do not 
follow a cyclical pattern of approval but, after 2000, have declined and have not received the majority 
support of the citizenry. 

Three important absences from the model to be analyzed can be justified. On the one hand, the 
(“commodity boom”) in which the administrations with a cyclical evaluation pattern are taking place is not 
considered, since the bivariate analysis of approval ratings and GDP growth is included without yielding 
significant results (See Annex). On the other hand, the fact that the Broad Front administrations have ruled 
with their own majorities and Batlle’s with a broad coalition before the economic crisis that took place 
during his administration does not assume almost any intra-period variation, since after the institutional 
change, almost all periods were ruled by a majority and before that by a minority. Finally, the ideological 
orientation of the government was also not included, since before 2005 all administrations were center-
right and from that year until 2015 center-left. In other words, before the reform there is no variation and 
then there is one center-right and three center-left administrations, which did not provide significant 
variability, did not impact the results and reduced the consistency of the proposed models. 
 
METHODS AND DATA 
 

The following analysis is based on quarterly presidential approval (smoothing) data systematized by 
the Approval Project17 as a dependent variable. Indicators of economic situation (VI) could be based on the 
prospective or retrospective perceptions of individuals (Fiorina, 1981) or on the aggregated level 
relationship under the “Macro Polity” perspective (Erickson, MacKuen, & Stimson, 2002). Since we do not 
have enough long individual series, we opt for the second strategy, using data from quarterly economic 
indicators of unemployment and inflation from the National Institute of Statistics18 and Gross Domestic 
Product from the Central Bank of Uruguay.19 For electoral support for the president, we use the percentage 
of voting intention for the president’s party recorded by the consulting firm Equipos Mori.20 The control 
variables are the time elapsed since the government took office, measured in quarters, a dichotomous 
variable that shows the occurrence of instances of direct democracy in the analyzed quarter. 

The analytical strategy involved the creation of two time slices in order to determine whether the weight 
of the dependent variables on approval ratings changes in both contexts through ADL (Autoregressive 
Distributed Lag) regression models. These stochastic regression models allow trend, seasonal and random 



 Journal of Leadership Accountability and Ethics Vol. 18(5) 2021 35 

predictors to be analyzed and overcome the autocorrelation problems associated with time series in other 
regression models (see Figure 9). 

Through the construction of the models it is possible to analyze the magnitude and statistical 
significance (two-tailed) of the independent variables before and after the reform, including or excluding 
voting intention in the analysis, in order to observe how the economic and political contexts operated on 
presidential approval. Finally, in order to explore the relative weight of each variable on presidential 
approval in general and in different contexts, the table with the betas coefficients and their significance is 
provided. 
 

FIGURE 9 
CUMULATIVE DECOMPOSITION OF TIME SERIES, QUARTERLY EVALUATION21 

 

 
  

In the specification of the models, the economic variables have been lagged: their effect has been 
delayed. Thus, the approval is a reaction to the variation of the economic indicator in the previous quarter. 
The same is true for the voting percentage for the president’s party. Support in the previous quarter or at 
time t-1 will be relevant in explaining approval in the following quarter. The other variables introduced in 
the model were not lagged because their effect is considered to be concurrent with the approval rating. This 
applies to the case of government time or timing and direct democracy consultations. In other words, if 
there are causes related to government attrition, their impact is registered jointly, similar to the holding of 
a popular consultation such as a plebiscite or referendum. 
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TABLE 4 
CORRELATION MATRIX AND COLLINEARITY TEST (TEMPORARY VARIABLES) 

 

Inflation Unemployment Growth 
% Voting the 
president’s 
party 

Government 
time 

Demo 
Direct 

Inflation  1 -0.21 -0.64 -0.32 -0.05 0.04 
Unemployment  -0.21 1 0 -0.03 -0.10 -0.02 
Growth  -0.64 0 1 0.30 -0.01 0.00 
% Voting 
intention for the president’s 
party 

-0.32 -0.03 0.30 1 0.08 -0.08 

       
Government       
Time -0.05 -0.10 -0.01 0.08 1 0.38 
       
 Demo Direct  0.04 -0.02 0.00 -0.08 0.38 1 
       

Variance inflation factor 
(VIF) test 3.62 2.60 4.27 1.16 1.28 1.21 

Variance inflation factor 1.18 -- 1.07 1.14 1.20 1.19 

 
On the other hand, it should be noted that, in order to build the models, the growth variable was 

eliminated because it presented strong collinearity (Table 4) reaching more than 4 points in the variance 
inflation factor (VIF) test, and because the theory gives priority to unemployment and inflation, these being 
better predictors of approval in the country (Luna, 2002). Without this variable, the VIF test shows 
acceptable levels to avoid collinearity between the variables introduced in the model. 

The table shows the weak association between vote and time in government and the low relationship 
between vote and economic indicators, which supports the idea of the long and short term discussed in the 
previous section, which supports the decision to separate their impact in this analysis. 
 
Analysis 

Several studies indicate that the economy has been the main explanation for presidential approval 
ratings in Uruguay. Although we have not explored the alternative hypothesis on electoral preferences or 
controlled for trend, seasonality and random effects that alter the possible time series findings, we have not 
seen what happened to the indicators under the two institutional contexts described. Considering that there 
has been a change in the country’s institutions that affects the clarity of responsibility together with a change 
in the approval dynamics, it is essential to analyze their behavior at both moments. 

The first analytical exercise involves the bivariate treatment of the indicators to observe their behavior 
in the two contexts. The results found in the Annex indicate that GDP growth always tends to increase 
quarterly approval, so the economic prosperity of the last few years would not seem to alter the relationship. 
However, inflation marks a different behavior in each of the contexts. Before the institutional changes, CPI 
growth was more strongly related to approval ratings than in the later period. Unemployment appears to be 
associated with approval in the moments following the institutional change and, strikingly, correlated 
inversely under the old institutions: the higher the unemployment, the higher the presidential approval.22 
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Finally, the voting intention for the president’s party appears as an almost perfect predictor only under the 
new institutional context, being irrelevant in the previous institutional context. 

Bivariate regression helps to clarify the individual incidence of each indicator, but it can hide spurious 
relationships that do not allow us to see the true impact of the variables on presidential approval. As 
previously justified, GDP was removed from the analysis and other control variables were also included. 
The results of 4 ADL regression models are presented below. The figure on the left shows the models before 
the institutional reform and the one on the right shows the models after it. Two models are displayed in 
each of them: one shows the coefficients and the standard deviation of the economic variables, controlled 
by variables of political attrition and direct democracy. And in the other, the voting intention percentage 
for the governing party is added, fulfilling the proposed alternative hypothesis. 

Under the old institutional context (left side), inflation is the variable that has the greatest impact on 
approval ratings. In this period, the higher the inflation, the lower the approval rating. As could be predicted 
from the bivariate analysis, unemployment does not appear to be a good predictor of the presidential 
evaluation evolution. Another finding that is consistent with previous studies is that approval ratings in this 
period are affected by instances of direct democracy, but in this case by increasing the presidential approval 
rating. Finally, when the model is controlled for voting intention, the results are not altered and, clearly, 
electoral preference and political timing are irrelevant variables to explain the variations in presidential 
approval ratings under the old institutional context. 
 

FIGURE 10 
BEFORE AND AFTER MODELS WITH AND WITHOUT VOTING INTENTION FOR THE 

GOVERNING PARTY ON PRESIDENTIAL APPROVAL BEFORE AND AFTER THE 
INSTITUTIONAL CHANGE 

 

 
 

In the models after institutional change (on the right side of the figure), the results show that, without 
taking into account voting intention, inflation is not related to presidential approval, nor is it related to levels 
of direct democracy. This model shows that the variation in approval is determined by the variation in 
unemployment and the timing of the political cycle. However, when voting intention is included, the 
incidence of the variables changes. In this case, the voting intention variable, together with inflation, are 
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good predictors. With this voting intention control, timing and the relevance of unemployment disappear 
as predictors of changes in the evaluation of the presidential administration. 

In conclusion, the results indicate that prior to the institutional changes, approval was subject to 
inflation, a policy less controlled by the governments of countries such as Uruguay with an economy subject 
to external variations in exchange rates and international prices. However, variables that could be linked to 
the direct responsibility of the government (such as unemployment policies) or even political timing had no 
impact. Perhaps, the emergence of direct democracy instances, which were frequently promoted in that 
period by the opposition to the government, focused the attention on the president, who was usually the 
figure who concentrated the defense of the law to be modified. In this context of changing electoral 
preferences, together with the existence of multiple candidates per party and coalition partners, voting 
intentions were not associated with the presidential evaluation. 

But why did the approval dynamics change in Uruguay, adopting a cyclical approval model after the 
institutional change? 

After the reform, the results show greater variables associated with the evolution of presidential 
approval, both the incidence of unemployment and political timing justify the cyclical adoption of the 
approval series, focused on the outputs or results of the administration. As an alternative, if voting intention 
is considered together with the impact of inflation, it also allows us to think that the cycle may be driven 
by the electoral cycle, with greater support at the beginning and end of the term and subject to dissatisfaction 
and indecision in the middle of the period. Obviously, the new electoral rules and the stabilization of 
political competition may justify this way of thinking about the cyclical approval dynamics. 

In short, as was proposed in the hypotheses, the models show that the incidence of economic policies 
of greater government control, political and electoral times increase under the new electoral context. 
 
What the Case Has Left Us and What It Has in Store for Us 

The presidential approval series in Uruguay since the reopening of democracy has been changing. In 
addition to the institutional changes introduced in the 1997 Constitution and the new balance of the party 
system, the series increased their average and the evaluation patterns became cyclical due to the weight that 
the evaluation of economic results, government timing and the electoral cycle acquired as a consequence 
of these institutional changes. 

According to the evidence provided, the change of electoral rules in Uruguay has made it clearer for 
citizens to hold the executive branch responsible for the results of the policies carried out by their 
government (Powell and Whitten, 1992). The change in electoral regulations and the stabilization of 
competition in Uruguay gave greater “clarity of responsibility” to citizens and, therefore, the variation in 
approval predictors allows us to understand the causal mechanism by which approval dynamics became 
cyclical. 

In the Uruguayan case, the appearance of the honeymoon, based on the broad electoral support that the 
presidential candidate requires after the reform, together with the decrease of veto players and the control 
of the parliamentary majorities, allows a greater initial identification of the citizens with the president, and 
especially a good clarity to hold him responsible for the country’s progress. Thus, the results of economic 
policies and electoral political timing create the typical cyclical model of approval that characterizes 
presidential systems. The analysis also leaves open doors for future research. In economic matters, for 
example, the findings allow us to think about the extent to which inflation, in the context of a country with 
a dependent economy, can be associated with a cycle of policies totally controlled by the government, 
which allows us to reflect on the convenience of applying the idea of economic voting and clarity of 
responsibility in the context of developing countries. But it is also important to point out that, although both 
unemployment growth and inflation have always been associated with management evaluation, in the case 
studied, the “commodity boom” and the boom period allowed last governments to maintain a less fluctuating 
monetary policy and attract investments to the country, which generated a higher price control and lowered 
unemployment. 

Another finding of this paper highlights the importance of the stability of partisan preferences as a result 
of cumulative, less volatile evaluations, which offer an explanatory alternative to approval cycles, more 
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related to political identities than to short-term policy results. The relationship between approval and the 
government’s ideology should be problematized. Powell & Whitten (404: 1992) state that unemployment 
is a more important predictor for evaluating the performance of left-wing governments and inflation control 
for right-wing governments. While this statement may leave a window open for future research, it is certain 
that, when left-wing (post-reform) governments predominated, inflation does not disappear entirely in the 
models. And that in the past, with center-right governments, unemployment headed the list of the country’s 
most important problems.23 Therefore, this does not seem to be the reasonable explanation for what has 
happened in the country; in contrast, as has been shown, the changes in the predictors of presidential 
approval have been modified by the institutional contexts, associated with a greater responsibilization of 
the citizenry for economic results in general, timing and the electoral cycle. Not because of the policies that 
citizens expect according to the ideological orientation of the government. 

This article is being completed at the dawn of the 2019 election campaign and the end of the commodity 
boom era. Analysts argue that the next government must form coalitions to obtain legislative majorities in 
less favorable international economic conditions. These two conditions, the end of the economic boom and 
possible changes in the style of government, may alter many things, but probably not the clarity of the 
responsibility that the citizens have towards the president, due to the current electoral regulations, which 
will allow him to have his honeymoon and be responsible to all the coalition partners. The next presidents 
under this institutional context will find it difficult to dilute responsibilities in the face of economic results 
and the timing of government and the electoral cycle will probably continue marking the cyclical pattern 
of presidential approval in Uruguay. 
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ENDNOTES 
 

1. The most appropriate translation would be “clarity for making responsible”; however, in the Spanish 
literature the concept is referred to as “claridad de responsabilidad” or “claridad de la responsabilidad”. 

2. The opinion is shared that further experimental analysis can more conclusively test the thick description and 
assumptions advocated in this paper. 

3. For this first term, there is no information available for the first year of government, but it is possible to think 
that it did not have a honeymoon either, as happened in the following administrations. 

4. During Jorge Batlle’s administration, the country suffered a strong economic crisis and payment recession, 
high levels of unemployment, inflation and distrust in the financial system. As a result, the lean approval 
ratings, which began very well, suffered a significant drop that affects the overall average for the period. 
However, like the others since then, approval ratings rose at the end of the term. 

5. In the long-term analysis of presidential approval, it is inflation but not unemployment that has an influence 
(Luna, 2002:147). 

6. For example. It cut the deadlines that the Legislative Branch had for the treatment of urgent laws and 
established special majorities to lift presidential vetoes; therefore, it concentrates a little more power in the 
Executive Branch. It also made the appointment of ministers and secretaries more flexible with the 
authorization of the Senate, which could allow the president to redesign a new majority in Parliament if he 
remains in a minority in it, offering ministerial positions to the opposition. 
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7. The local dimension is hierarchized in this constitution with the creation of departmental party bodies, 
administrative decentralization and separation of national and departmental elections. 

8. It should be clarified that in Uruguay the president is elected on the same list with the vice-president of the 
Republic, which is why it is called an electoral formula. 

9. The reform also eliminated the accumulation by sub-mottos in the pluri-personal bodies, specifically 
eliminating the triple simultaneous vote at the level of deputies, thus reducing the number of ballot papers 
presented for election, but not the system’s fractionalization (Piñeiro, 2004). However, it has been stated that 
the reform did have the effect of reducing the number of parties in the system by generating a single candidate 
for all sectors and concentrating the competition in the two political blocs. 

10. See data in the Political and International Relations Database of the Social Sciences Faculty. University of 
the Republic. 

11. First election after 12 years of military dictatorship, which began in 1973. 
12. Inter-party and bloc volatility: amount of electoral variation between political parties and, on the other hand, 

between political blocs in the election of the period of government. Prepared by the Political and International 
Relations Area of the Database of the Social Sciences Faculty - UdelaR. 

13. Excluding again the Batlle administration for the reasons already mentioned. 
14. Majorities: If the government governed with its own parliamentary majorities or coalition. Assumes 1 in 

quarters where the government had a majority and 0 where it did not. The data was developed by the authors 
based on Chasquetti, 1998. 

15. The questions concerning who is mainly responsible for the country’s problems, specifically to what extent 
the president is responsible, which are available in Latinobarómetro or Lapop, do not cover the two periods 
to be studied. 

16. In Uruguay, cases of corruption and scandals involving the Executive Branch have not been relevant in the 
period studied. In fact, international ratings highlight it as a case with low levels of corruption and no scandals 
involving the presidents of these administrations are found (Carlin et al., 2015 b). On the other hand, in terms 
of foreign policy, given the economic and political dimensions of the country, its positions do not have an 
impact on public opinion. 

17. Period of time 1986 third quarter through 2016 second quarter. 
18. Systematized by the Sociodemographic Area of the Data Base of the Social Sciences Faculty, University of 

the Republic. Data available for the whole period. 
19. Collected thanks to the Economic Area of the Data Base of the Social Sciences Faculty. 
20. Available from the second half of 1989 covering only six months of the first Sanguinetti administration. 
21. The very low approval ratings of the trend in 2002 correspond to the worst moments of a serious economic 

and financial crisis that the country went through. The 2005 peak in random effects corresponds to the 
government change after the crisis and the first Broad Front government. 

22. The data discussed do not entirely match previous findings; however, the lagged analytics used show that, in 
that period, the higher the unemployment, the higher the presidential approval. This is reversed under the 
new institutional context. Perhaps the lack of clarity for assigning responsibility may be, in the preceding 
period, a way of explaining this strange finding. 

23. See data at Latinobarometro.org. Main problem of the country. 
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APPENDIX 
 

PRE-MODEL BIVARIATE CHARTS. APPROVAL OF THE PRESIDENTIAL 
ADMINISTRATION ACCORDING TO ECONOMIC VARIATION AND 
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