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Electoral Governance
Matters
Explaining the Quality of Elections
in Contemporary Latin America
Jonathan Hartlyn
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

Jennifer McCoy
The Carter Center and Georgia State University, Atlanta

Thomas M. Mustillo
Indiana University–Purdue University, Indianapolis

This article provides a systematic cross-national analysis of the role of electoral
administration in explaining acceptable democratic presidential elections in 19
countries in Latin America since the year 1980 or the first pivotal, transitional
election. The authors provide two alternative measures of election administra-
tion, one focused on the degree of partisanship or professional independence
and another on formal–legal institutional independence, as well as on other key
factors, to test partial proportional odds-ordered logit models predicting the
probability of an acceptable, flawed, or failed electoral process. The results
show an important positive role for professional, independent electoral com-
missions on electoral outcomes in Latin America, controlling for other socioe-
conomic and political factors; formal-legal independence matters when the
rules of the game are likely to be respected. In addition, low-quality elections
are found disproportionately where incumbents seek reelection and where vic-
tory margins are extremely wide rather than narrow.

Keywords: election administration; electoral governance; democratization;
Latin America

The euphoria of the third wave of democratic transition in the developing
world and former Soviet republics has been overtaken by a more sobering

view that many political regimes will remain in a gray zone between liberal
democracy and outright authoritarianism (Carothers, 2002; Zakaria, 2003). In
the growing literature on the nature of these gray-zone regimes, the dividing
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line between a minimal electoral democracy and an electoral autocracy is
defined principally by the quality of their electoral processes (see Munck,
2006; O’Donnell, 2002; Schedler, 2006). Likewise, in established liberal
democracies, electoral governance was an issue largely taken for granted until
the controversial 2000 presidential elections in the United States, which led to
a new focus on electoral quality in academic analyses and policy circles
(Gillman, 2001; National Commission on Federal Election Reform, 2001). 

In this article, we examine the impact of central institutions of electoral
governance—electoral management bodies (EMBs)—on the quality of elec-
tions in Latin America. We want to know whether such institutions have an
independent effect on election quality and, if so, which kind of EMBs work
best. In theoretical terms, this matters as political scientists strive to deter-
mine the independent causal impact of institutions. In policy terms, it matters
as governments in new democracies design their electoral agencies and as
donors give advice and financial assistance.

Social scientists employing an institutionalist perspective are attempting
to assess the relative political independence and potential effects of account-
ability mechanisms and institutions such as central banks, courts, and other
superintendency agencies (Cukierman & Webb, 1995; Moreno, Crisp, &
Shugart, 2003; Schedler, Diamond, & Plattner, 1999). With regard to EMBs,
a few years ago Pastor (1999) could lament the fact that the administrative
side of elections “seems to have been overlooked consistently” (p. 80) due
to assumptions about bureaucratic efficiency and effective oversight through
the media and the judiciary in more institutionalized democracies.

Over this past decade, though, electoral governance has been the focus
of increased attention. Electoral governance involves the interaction of con-
stitutional, legal, and institutional rules and organizational practices that
determine the basic rules for election procedures and electoral competition;
organize campaigns, voter registration, and election day tallies; and resolve
disputes and certify results (what Mozaffar & Schedler, 2002, call rule
making, rule application, and rule adjudication). EMBs thus form part of a
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set of institutions and rules that together determine the probity of electoral
processes, and in emerging democracies, where administrative processes are
weak and distrust across political actors is high, their role at the center of
electoral processes tends to be more visible. 1 In addition to expanded atten-
tion by the policy community, which is largely convinced that independent,
professional EMBs play an important role in assuring competitive elections
in democratizing contexts (e.g., International Institute for Democracy and
Electoral Assistance [IDEA], 2002; Organization for Security and Coopera-
tion in Europe and the Office for Democratic Institutions and Human
Rights, 2003), an academic literature exploring the importance of indepen-
dent, professional electoral agencies is also emerging. This includes an
issue of International Political Science Review, with both important con-
ceptual and empirical articles (Mozaffar, 2002, examining EMBs as the
dependent variable; see also Lehoucq, 2002; Mozaffar & Schedler, 2002),
and a study by López Pintor (2000) that reviews different forms of orga-
nizing electoral agencies. Recent analyses have paid particular attention
to how the establishment of independent electoral institutions advanced
democratization processes in Costa Rica and Mexico (Eisenstadt, 2004;
Lehoucq & Molina, 2002), and studies of democratization processes in other
countries have underscored how weak election administration has inhibited
progress (see Hartlyn, 1998).

Independent EMBs may emerge in a variety of political contexts. Political
parties normally disposed to electoral manipulation can miscalculate and
believe that independent electoral agencies will not prevent fraud or pre-
clude their victory, or they may fear their efficacy but reluctantly agree to
them in the face of mobilized social and political opposition or for reasons
of legitimacy. Within political parties, key actors may also be divided regard-
ing their disposition to employ fraud, providing an opening for the estab-
lishment of more independent electoral agencies. The types of EMBs that
oversee elections are thus themselves the result of prior conditions and con-
flicts; at the same time, they are temporally prior to electoral processes, and
there are reasons to believe they are likely to have important consequences
for subsequent events (cf. J.M. Carey, 2000).

Nevertheless, arguments about the potential impact of electoral agencies
on the quality of electoral processes have yet to be tested employing cross-
national quantitative analysis. Do seemingly plausible arguments about the
importance of different types of electoral administration in democratizing
contexts fade once one considers other relevant political and institutional
factors and the country’s level of economic development? Do EMBs that
are independent of partisan influence perform better than those designed

Hartlyn et al. / Electoral Governance Matters 75

 at Uppsala Universitetsbibliotek on March 4, 2011cps.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://cps.sagepub.com/


explicitly to represent partisan forces? We find strong evidence for the argu-
ment of an important positive role for professional, independent electoral
commissions on electoral outcomes in Latin America, controlling for other
political and socioeconomic factors. At the same time, as the electoral gov-
ernance literature also indicates, we confirm that electoral commissions
cannot be considered independent of sociopolitical context: We find that
formal-legal institutional independence must be coupled with respect for
the rules of the game to have an impact on electoral quality, and we find that
other factors are also important.

In the first section following, we explain how we operationalize our
dependent variable, the quality of elections. We then provide a framework of
the major institutional factors considered important in understanding varia-
tions in that quality and present the measures we employ for these factors,
focusing particularly on alternative measures of the nature of EMBs. In the
second section, we provide and discuss results of statistical analyses using
partial proportional odds-ordered logit models. The conclusion summarizes
our results and considers avenues for further research.

Framework of Analysis

Dependent Variable

Our first goal is to determine a measure for the quality of elections in Latin
America. Determining the extent to which elections allow genuine competi-
tion and reflect the will of the voters (in popular terms, whether they are free
and fair) is a complicated exercise because of the need to consider preelec-
tion day, election day, and postelection day issues; difficulties in knowing
how much weight to apply to each; and the multiple dimensions involved in
each (cf. Boneo, 2000; Elklit, 2000; Elklit & Svensson, 1997; Mozaffar &
Schedler, 2002). Given that democracy can always be improved on, elections
also can be made more fully free and fair.

As one summary analysis of the extensive literature on electoral obser-
vation and the quality of electoral processes discusses, in judging elections
one may assume a perspective of legitimacy or a perspective of quality
(Hartlyn & McCoy, 2006). A measure of the legitimacy of an election is cen-
tered on the views of the key relevant political actors, and an election may
be considered free and fair if “the major parties all accept the process and
respect the results” (Pastor, 1998, p. 159). This has the benefit of simplic-
ity and high reliability. However, due to party organizational weakness or
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strategic political calculation, party assessments of an election may not cor-
relate with those of independent observers. A losing party’s leadership may
accuse the winning party of fraud, rather than admit defeat, as a means to
maintain its position within the party; this is argued to have occurred in
Mexico in 1994 (Eisenstadt, 2004) and in Nicaragua in 1996 (Booth, 1998).
In turn, in some cases, losing parties may judge an election less harshly than
independent observers do, as was apparently the case in Paraguay in 1989
(Freedom House, 1989) and in Haiti in the 1990-1991 electoral process
(H.F. Carey, 1998).

A perspective focused on quality, on the other hand, revolves around
judgments and assessments by informed election observers based on a set of
standards. Independent observers base their judgments on information pro-
vided by political parties and other relevant actors. Although independent
observers may also have reasons to distort their public judgments, based on
changing standards, bias, or vested interests, employing a variety of sources
should minimize the risk of potentially systematic bias while avoiding the
obvious pitfall of relying exclusively on the judgments of party actors. This
is the perspective we adopt.

The key standards are that democratic elections should be procedurally
fair and technically sound. They must be inclusive in terms of voter eligibil-
ity and open and competitive in terms of party and candidate participation.
Electoral campaigns should not be unduly biased in favor of particular par-
ties or candidates, and the results should reflect the will of the voters freely
expressed at the ballot box. The process should enhance public confidence
in the electoral system as a whole because of its perceived fairness, accuracy,
and efficiency (Elklit & Reynolds, 2002; Elklit & Svensson, 1997; IDEA,
2002; Schedler, 2002).

If the basic elements for procedural fairness and technical soundness are
present to an important degree, then the election is deemed acceptable. If the
process is deemed by observers to be egregiously deficient procedurally or
technically, or sufficiently deficient to prevent the election results from
reflecting the will of the voters freely expressed at the ballot box, the election
is coded as unacceptable. The intermediate category of flawed is reserved for
elections in which the process experienced significant procedural or tech-
nical deficiencies (whether due to incompetence, abuse of state resources or
power or other extralegal resources, fraud, or violence), but these are not
clearly sufficient to affect the outcome of the voting for the presidential
election, although they may have affected some local or legislative races.2

We measure the dependent variable by reviewing the statements and
opinions expressed by nonparty actors, primarily reports by domestic and
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international observers when these were present and, if not, by assessments
by the media and other observers; we look for overall characterizations of
the electoral process and for specific identification of deficiencies and their
impact on the outcome, if any. These codings then underwent a further valid-
ity check with at least one country expert, leading to minor changes in only
two cases.3

In this article, we focus on presidential democracies in Latin America and
the Caribbean and examine only major national-level elections (presidential
only or, if held on the same day, presidential combined with other levels)
from the year 1980 or the first pivotal election associated with the democra-
tic transition (in which all major opposition political parties participated)
through April 2003 (McCoy, 1998, p. 54). The data set thus includes 104
elections in 19 countries over a 23-year period. We focus on Latin America
for several reasons: The region holds many of the early third-wave democra-
cies with an average of two decades of electoral experience; the hemisphere
has clearly articulated norms of electoral rights and election monitoring
through Organization of American States documents and the Inter-American
Democratic Charter, posing a common international context; there is an
abundance of election-monitoring reports (even if not for all countries and
elections); and we have knowledge of many of the cases and the ability to
access country experts for validity checks (minimizing what Bowman,
Lehoucq, & Mahoney, 2005, term “data-induced measurement error”).

Explaining the Quality of Elections: Independent
Variables and Expected Findings

We now turn to the factors that appear most crucial in explaining the qual-
ity of elections, with particular emphasis on the role of the country’s electoral
authorities.

Electoral institutions. Case studies and comparative analyses in Latin
America and other democratizing contexts in which distrust and polarization
are apt to be more pronounced have pointed to the centrality of professional,
permanent, and autonomous EMBs for the conduct of successful, credible
elections. As noted by ACE (2000), countries are frequently urged by Western
organizations to establish permanent electoral commissions as a way to
improve elections. Permanent electoral commissions are deemed especially
important in situations of low administrative state capacity where there is a
high level of distrust among political actors and few, if any, alternative mech-
anisms to help ensure honest, impartial elections. These commissions, and in
some cases their associated judicial institutions, are intended to accomplish
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complex regulatory and administrative activities; manage relations with
political parties in a balanced fashion; project an image of neutrality, pro-
fessionalism, and efficiency; and adjudicate disputes fairly. In seeking to
balance these various tasks, analysts often consider two models: The first is
the model of professional autonomy, in which individuals are chosen because
of their professional credentials, with the understanding that regardless of
the initial partisan sympathies they may hold, once appointed they shall act
with autonomy and impartiality; the second is the model of balanced parti-
san representation, in which the major parties all have representation and
input (cf. Schedler, 2000, p. 30).

We argue that the model of professional autonomy is to be preferred,
particularly in contexts of political polarization. Party representative boards
can function well if they have permanent civil service bureaucracies under
them and if they are in a context where parties can reasonably expect that
their counterparts will respect the rules of the game. But even though the
partisan representation model is to be preferred to one dominated by a sin-
gle party (usually that of the incumbent), electoral authorities in this model
may still permit fraud and collusion by represented parties, particularly in
the absence of an independent judiciary able to check abuse of authority
and in the face of perceived threats from third-party challenges. Lack of
expertise may also hinder their effectiveness, and in extreme cases, distrust
among parties can lead to the costly and inefficient appointment of dual-
party representatives in every decision-making post.

Measuring the autonomy and professionalism of EMBs is a challenge.
We employ two different types of measures of independence from partisan
control, each with different strengths and weaknesses, such that if we find
that the nature of EMBs affects electoral quality with both measures then
we can be more confident of the finding. In the first measure, we determine
a straightforward EMB partisan score. It is based on an examination of the
character of the institution (or institutions) that names the members of the
EMB and the perceived independence of the appointees at their time of
appointment. It measures directly the extent to which an EMB is partisan
in any given election. This method of scoring also strikes a balance between
a formal-legal approach, which risks overlooking gaps between formal pro-
cedures and actual practice, and an approach that examines the actual
behavior of the EMB actors, which risks being too proximate to the quality
of the electoral process (our dependent variable). The EMB partisan
score is a simple and direct measure of EMB independence, compared to
the formal-institutional score discussed later. Thus, if we do not find that
EMBs significantly affect the quality of elections employing this measure,
this would seriously call into question the importance of the nature of the
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partisan composition of EMBs for electoral processes in democratizing
contexts.

There are four types of EMBs in this categorical measure:

1. Single-party dominated: One party, usually the incumbent, has enough
seats to make most of the decisions alone (whether it actually does or not).

2. Partisan mixed: There is either balanced representation of political parties
on the board or sufficiently mixed representation that no single party can
make the decisions alone.

3. Independent/partisan mixed: Some members are nominated on the basis
of partisan representation and some as independents (e.g., Uruguay).

4. Independent of parties: The EMB members may be appointed by
Congress (or, more commonly, judges or civic groups), but they are con-
sciously nonpartisan and professional, appointed on merit qualifications
rather than on partisan sympathy.

We were careful in collecting our information to separate consideration
of the EMB partisan score from that of the nature of the election. In addi-
tion, we had our measures validated by country experts for each election in
our 19 country cases.4

For our second measure, we devised an index of the independence of
EMBs based on the nature of their appointment process and on the tenures
in office of both EMB appointees and appointers. To do this, we adapted the
method and coding scheme applied by Moreno, Crisp, and Shugart (2003)
to high courts and what they term agencies of superintendence. It is based
on the straightforward notion that EMB independence from narrow parti-
san control should increase as the number of actors involved in the appoint-
ment process increases and as their nature changes; the least autonomous
agencies are appointed by one chamber of the legislature only, with auton-
omy increasing as agencies are named through processes involving multi-
ple branches of government, to processes dominated by the judiciary, to
those dominated by civil society. Similarly, greater formal independence
should be found in circumstances in which the tenure of the EMB member
is longer than the tenure of the appointers when the appointers are the leg-
islature and/or the executive (additional information on coding procedures
is available on the Web sites listed in Note 4). Moreno et al. use these two
concepts—the appointment process and the tenure ratio—to create two
scores that they combine into an overall index. Here, we test the effect of
the scores individually as well as combined in an EMB formal index
because the mechanism by which independence is achieved varies between
the two and it is possible that primarily one is driving the effect.
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Employing this approach, the appointment score ranges empirically in our
sample from 0 to 8, and the tenure ratio score ranges from 0 to 2, with higher
values indicating more independence. The combined index ranges from 1 to
10 in our sample, with Peru’s EMB being the most independent (with a score
of 10) and with Paraguay, Ecuador, and the Dominican Republic each having
at least one election during which their EMB received the lowest value of 1.
This coding scheme has two important advantages that increase reliability:
(a) high transparency in the coding rules and (b) access only to the constitu-
tional and legal texts necessary rather than requiring expert judgments based
on reports about the actual appointment process followed and the character
of the appointees. From a policy perspective, it also points to selection
mechanisms for EMB directors that are likely to lead to more professional
and independent organizations.

At the same time, this indicator by itself is likely to prove deficient for a
reason widely recognized by electoral governance analysts and practitioners
alike: There is sometimes a “loose coupling between formal institutions and
actual practice” (Mozaffar & Schedler, 2002, p. 15) in electoral administra-
tion, as there is in other institutional areas, such as the independence of
central banks, auditing agencies, or the Supreme Court.5 Although the dis-
tinction between de jure and de facto processes may seem self-evident, some
studies still rely exclusively on formal measurement, whether because the
model was created for developed democracies, where norms and laws are
more likely to be respected, or because it is difficult to gather the data for
measurement of de facto processes. Because formal independence for elec-
toral administration institutions may well not matter where public norms
and laws are not respected but should matter where they are, in our model
we test for this by interacting a measure of corruption with the scores for
formal independence. Our logic is that appointment and tenure processes
supportive of independence are more tightly coupled with actual practice in
circumstances in which leaders are more respectful of public norms and
corruption is lower. In this perspective, formal institutions matter in a
broader context that facilitates their effectiveness (cf. Helmke & Levitsky,
2004, p. 732, more broadly; Mozaffar & Schedler, 2002, regarding electoral
governance). To approximate this, we employ a measure of government cor-
ruption developed by Political Risk Services, which is the best measure
available for the full-time period of our analysis (cf. Lambsdorff, 2004). Our
expectation is that when corruption levels are low, as the formal indepen-
dence of EMB increases, then the probability of an acceptable election
should also increase; when corruption levels are high, any relationship is
possible and we have no clear expectation.
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Political party factors. Political intent to commit fraud and capacity to
detect or deter it are central issues. If no political party is interested in com-
mitting fraud and all parties are sufficiently well organized that they are
capable of detecting it, the possibility of fraud should be low. Yet it is a
challenge to determine the intent to commit fraud from what transpires dur-
ing the electoral process, and we do not attempt to measure it directly.
Instead, we measure it indirectly through several means. As a first step, we
control for the overall level of democracy in the year prior to the election
using lagged Polity scores (Center for International Development and
Conflict Management, 2006). Our use of the Polity scores also allows us to
determine if electoral administration institutions have an impact on the qual-
ity of elections separate from the overall level of democracy, as we in fact
hypothesize.

We also consider whether incumbents are seeking reelection, given that
several country analyses have emphasized the relationship between prob-
lematic elections and incumbents seeking reelection (e.g., Hartlyn, 1998;
Schmidt, 2000). Incumbents are more likely to have both an opportunity to
manipulate elections and the will to do so in contexts of socioeconomic ten-
sions, corruption charges, poor poll numbers, and other issues. In our data set,
we find that in 40% of the electoral processes in which the incumbent or the
incumbent’s party was victorious, the electoral process was flawed or unac-
ceptable, compared to only 15% of the processes in which incumbent
defeats took place, either through the ballot box or because they did not pre-
sent a candidate (a statistically significant difference, chi-square, p < .01).
Breaking this down further, the most problematic cases are those in which
the incumbent president sought reelection and won. Of these cases, 71%
involved flawed or unacceptable electoral processes. Thus, we include two
variables in our analysis—incumbent party running and incumbent president
running—to test the hypothesis that flawed or unacceptable elections are
found disproportionately in electoral processes in which incumbent candi-
dates or parties participate.

The organizational capacity of political parties to detect and deter fraud
is also important. However, there are daunting problems of measurement
and data collection, even if one focuses only on election day practices such
as the extent of the ability of parties to place monitors at voting stations.
Therefore, we measure party organizational strength indirectly with a mea-
sure of electoral volatility from the most proximate lower house legislative
elections, under the assumption that overall parties should be more orga-
nized and have higher capacity to detect and deter fraud where volatility
scores are lower.
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Margin of victory. We also include margin of victory in our model to test
the argument that problematic elections occur disproportionately in close
elections. All other things equal, one would expect that elections are more
likely to be considered flawed or unacceptable if victory margins are narrow,
because in these cases relatively low levels of incompetence or attempted
fraud can affect the outcome. Similarly, some elections may have been ulti-
mately accepted by political parties and observers alike—in spite of proce-
dural and technical flaws—because of wide margins of victory that would
preclude the problems from affecting the outcome.

Improvement over time. We include a dummy variable indicating whether
the election occurred between 1980 and 1989 or after 1989 to test whether
there is a period effect corresponding with the end of overt cold war conflict
and with the point at which international election observation became a more
common practice.

Patterns in the Quality of
Elections in Latin America

Model and Statistical Analysis

In this section, we estimate partial proportional odds-ordered logit
models to predict the probability that an election will be acceptable, flawed,
or unacceptable. We first estimated a conventional (restricted) ordered logit
model but determined with a Wald test (Brant, 1990) that three variables vio-
late the parallel regression (or proportional odds) assumption, which holds
that the effect of the predictors is the same across all levels of the depen-
dent variable. The partial proportional odds-ordered logit models we adopt
allow us to relax the parallel regression assumption for these three variables
while retaining the parallel regression restrictions on the other variables
(Williams, 2006).

When employing a partial proportional odds-ordered logit, the model
estimates n – 1 unique coefficients for each independent variable, where n
is the number of categories of the dependent variable. For independent vari-
ables that do not violate the parallel regression assumption, we restrict the
coefficient estimates to be equal and thus report only one estimate. For each
of the three predictors that are unrestricted (level of economic development,
the presence of an incumbent party in the election, and the presence of an
incumbent president in the election), the model estimates two coefficients
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because our dependent variable has three categories. The first estimate indi-
cates whether the predictor significantly affects the probability that the elec-
tion process is acceptable or flawed rather than unacceptable. The second
estimate provides evidence of the effect of the predictor on the probability
that the election process is acceptable rather than flawed or unacceptable.

We employ the two different approaches to measurement of EMB inde-
pendence that we described earlier, the EMB partisan score and the EMB for-
mal measures. Our models also include the following political variables: two
dichotomous measures of the participation of an incumbent party and an
incumbent president, level of democracy in the year prior to the election,
electoral volatility, and margin of victory. Given the strong association found
between economic development and democracy, we include GDP per capita
as a control variable. Finally, we include a period dummy variable to deter-
mine whether the pre-1990 period is distinctive from the subsequent period.

The results for the models estimated using the EMB partisan and formal
approaches of EMB independence are presented in Tables 1 and 2, respec-
tively. In both cases, with pseudo R2s of .46 and .40, the overall model fit is
good and confirms the expected relationship between EMBs and electoral
acceptability, although not for all the other variables.6

With regard to Model 1, we observe in Table 1 that the coefficients for an
independent EMB and a partisan mixed EMB are both positive and signifi-
cant compared to the omitted category of a single-party-dominated EMB. To
interpret the size of the effect, we report the maximum first difference. This
indicates the change in the probability of an acceptable election when vary-
ing an independent variable from its minimum to its maximum value and
holding all other variables constant at their mean except the two incumbency
dummy variables and the categorical EMB partisanship variable, which we
hold constant at zero (respectively, incumbent party and incumbent candi-
date not presenting for the presidential election, and EMB single-party
dominant). Having an independent EMB improves the probability of an
acceptable election by 50% relative to when the EMB is single-party domi-
nant, from .48 to .98. As expected, having a partisan-mixed EMB in place
has a smaller, but still impressive, effect by increasing the probability of an
acceptable election by 37%, from .48 to .85. The intermediate category does
not differ significantly from the single-party-dominant category (only 5.8%
of our cases were classified as such).

For the incumbency variables, our approach yields two coefficients for
each. In Model 1, the first coefficient of both incumbency variables is highly
significant and negative, indicating that both variables decrease the probability
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Table 1
Model 1: Predicting the Quality of Elections—

Electoral Management Body (EMB)
Partisan Measure

Quality of Elections B First Difference

EMB partisan
Independent EMB 3.83** 0.50

(1.45)
Intermediate EMB −0.82 −0.19

(2.04)
Partisan mixed 1.83* 0.37

(0.94)
Single-party-dominated EMB omitted category
Corruption −0.02 −0.03

(0.56)
Electoral volatility 0.001 0.02

(0.02)
Margin −0.06** −0.66

(0.02)
Polity, lagged 0.016 0.07

(0.08)
GDP per capita 0.88

(Acceptable, flawed) versus −0.92
unacceptable (0.77)

Acceptable versus (flawed, 0.89
unacceptable) (0.74)

Incumbent party 0.22
(Acceptable, flawed) versus −16.20**

unacceptable (2.75)
Acceptable versus (flawed, 0.91

unacceptable) (0.83)
Incumbent president −0.44

(Acceptable, flawed) versus −19.38**
unacceptable (2.94)

Acceptable versus (flawed, −3.30
unacceptable) (2.13)

Post-1989 0.80 0.19
(0.66)

Cut 1 20.86**
(3.36)

Cut 2 −2.22
(3.44)

Wald χ2(df) 828.30 (14)**

(continued)
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Table 1 (continued)

Quality of Elections B First Difference

Log pseudo-likelihood −35.74
Pseudo R2 .46
N 103

Note: Standard errors are in parentheses. The maximum first differences report the probability
of an acceptable election with all other variables set to their mean, except EMB partisan and the
two incumbency variables, which are set to zero. As a partial proportional odds model, n – 1
coefficients are estimated for the three variables where the proportional odds (or parallel regres-
sion) assumption is relaxed, where n is the number of categories of the dependent variable.
*p < .05. **p < .01.

Table 2
Model 2: Predicting the Quality of Elections—

Electoral Management Body (EMB) Formal Measure

Without Interaction With Interaction

First First 
Quality of Elections B Difference B Difference

EMB appointment subscore 0.20 .16 1.28* .18
(0.17) (0.60)

Corruption 0.005 .00 0.84 −.20
(0.513) (0.65)

EMB Appointment Subscore × — — −0.33* —
Corruption (0.15)

Electoral volatility 0.010 .06 0.01 .06
(0.018) (0.02)

Margin −0.05** −.81 −0.06** −.86
(0.02) (0.02)

Polity, lagged 0.11 .30 0.12 .34
(0.12) (0.12)

GDP per capita .52 .44
(Acceptable, flawed) versus −0.018 −0.135

unacceptable (0.600) (0.562)
Acceptable versus (flawed, 0.948* 0.879*

unacceptable) (0.464) (0.429)
Incumbent party .04 .04

(Acceptable, flawed) versus −14.89** −15.61**
unacceptable (1.61) (1.43)

Acceptable versus (flawed, 0.55 0.52
unacceptable) (0.74) (0.74)

(continued)
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that the election will be acceptable or flawed rather than unacceptable.
Furthermore, the larger negative coefficient on the presidential incumbency
dummy variable indicates that the presence of an incumbent president is more
deleterious for the electoral process than the presence of an incumbent party
running a candidate other than the sitting president. The second coefficient is
nonsignificant for both the party and presidential incumbency variables,
which indicates that the presence of an incumbent neither increases nor
decreases the probability of having an acceptable electoral process rather than
a flawed or unacceptable one. In sum, the effect of incumbency operates by
increasing the probability of an unacceptable election, and it does so whether
the incumbent party is running its sitting president or some other candidate,
but the effect is stronger when it runs the sitting president.

Contrary to our initial expectation, we find that as the margin of victory
increases, the probability of an acceptable election actually decreases (p < .01).
In this model, there is no statistically significant relationship between the other
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Table 2 (continued)

Without Interaction With Interaction

First First 
Quality of Elections B Difference B Difference

Incumbent president −.55 −.59
(Acceptable, flawed) versus −18.15** −19.14**

unacceptable) (1.40) (1.57)
Acceptable versus (flawed, −2.74 −3.03*

unacceptable) (1.41) (1.52)
Post-1989 1.10 .13 1.22 .14

(0.67) (0.72)
Cut 1 17.24** — 15.48** —

(2.78) (2.81)
Cut 2 −2.15 — −4.75 —

(3.12) (3.60)
Wald χ2 (df) 1,113.08 (12)** 1,043.41 (13)**
Log pseudo-likelihood −41.88 −40.02
Pseudo R2 .37 .40
N 103 103

Note: Standard errors are in parentheses. The maximum first differences report the probability
of an acceptable election with all other variables set to their mean, except EMB partisan and the
two incumbency variables, which are set to zero. As a partial proportional odds model, n − 1
coefficients are estimated for the three variables where the proportional odds (or parallel regres-
sion) assumption is relaxed, where n is the number of categories of the dependent variable.
*p < .05. **p < .01.
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variables—democracy lagged 1 year, electoral volatility, GDP per capita, and
the period dummy—and electoral outcome.

In turn, Model 2 employs the alternative EMB formal independence
index (see Table 2). We estimated the model using the combined EMB for-
mal index and then the appointment and tenure scores separately. When
tested together, the result is significant; when tested individually, only the
appointment score is significant, leading us to conclude that this is the key
component of the index. These are the results we report (results with the full
index are substantively similar).

The first set of columns in Table 2 shows the model without the interac-
tion term between the formal appointment score and corruption. In this case,
neither of these two variables is statistically significant, further buttressing
the view that the interaction of law and practice is essential (the EMB vari-
able is also not significant when the corruption variable is left out).7

In turn, the results in the second set of columns show that the interaction
term between the type of EMB and corruption is statistically significant. To
interpret the interaction effect, we calculate adjusted means of the dependent
variable while varying corruption and appointment scores across their
observed ranges and holding all other variables constant at the sample mean.
Adjusted means compute the mean that would be expected if every election
in our sample were similar in every way except corruption and EMB
appointment processes. As we expect, the EMB appointment processes have
the strongest and most significant positive effect on the probability that an
electoral process will go well when corruption is low. The effect is weaker
and less significant at intermediate and higher levels of corruption.

We report the results of the effect of the level of economic development
with two coefficients because this variable violates the parallel regression
assumption. Consistent with Model 1, the first coefficient is nonsignificant,
which indicates that changing the level of development does not signifi-
cantly change the probability that the election will be acceptable or flawed,
rather than unacceptable. However, unlike Model 1, the second coefficient is
significant, meaning that as GDP per capita increases, the probability that an
election will be acceptable, rather than flawed or unacceptable, increases.8

The incumbency variables operate in the same way as in Model 1; that
is, the presence of a presidential or party incumbent significantly increases
the probability that an election will be either acceptable or flawed rather
than unacceptable, and the effect when an incumbent president is running
is larger than when merely an incumbent party is running. Margin of victory
is also significant (p < .01) but again in the opposite direction from what we
had initially expected: A negative score means that as the margin of victory
becomes greater, the likelihood of an acceptable election decreases. As in
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Model 1, democracy lagged, electoral volatility, and the period effect are not
statistically significant.9

Discussion of Results and Case Material

The results of these two models taken together provide strong evidence
in support of the argument that the type of electoral agency that oversees
presidential electoral processes has a strong impact on the quality of those
elections in the broader context of electoral governance institutions. Our
first model employs a measure that examines the extent to which the direc-
tors who head EMBs are nominated by groups or institutions dependent on
one or more partisan forces and are themselves perceived to be partisan at
the time of their nomination. This EMB partisan measure demonstrates that
independent, professional EMBs are much more likely to oversee accept-
able elections than are one-party-dominant EMBs, with intermediate EMB
models providing results in between these two. The type of EMB has an
impact on the quality of elections even controlling for a country’s level of
democracy in the year preceding the election, further buttressing the view
that EMB independence from one-party dominance provides an additional
important institutional contribution to election quality. Even as a country
becomes more democratic, the existence of an electoral agency that is
demonstrably nonpartisan and professional clearly contributes to enhancing
the likelihood of a more free and fair democratic process.

These results also suggest that the focus of policy professionals on the
nature of the EMB appears to be fully merited. Indeed, a review of the
country cases based on the EMB partisan measure shows that independent,
professional bodies are close to being a sufficient condition for successful
elections. There were only three cases with professional electoral authorities
that had flawed electoral processes: Haiti (in 1990), Peru (in 1995), and
Venezuela (in July 2000). In the Haitian case, the lack of technical capacity,
perhaps attributable to the provisional nature of the body and low level of
country resources, led to technically flawed elections, but the results were
not disputed by the parties. In Peru, the flawed nature of the elections reflects
the ability to manipulate elections working around the electoral authorities by
an incumbent president seeking reelection following his self-coup in 1992.
And, in the case of Venezuela, late negotiations led to the creation of a more
professional board only 2 months before the election, making it impossible
for the new body to fully control the electoral administration or to ade-
quately prepare for technically competent elections.

At the same time, it is clear that independent, professional EMBs are not
a necessary condition for acceptable elections in emerging democracies. As
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a review of the country cases indicates, in several countries, party-mixed (as
in Ecuador and El Salvador) or independent/partisan-mixed (as in Uruguay)
electoral agencies may also provide the necessary confidence and trust for
a successful result. In periods of transition from authoritarian rule, leading
to pivotal elections, negotiations between the parties often have led to
party-mixed EMBs. This type of EMB can bring confidence if all major
political parties feel represented, but it can also lead to stalemates or to
lower technical competence if directors are chosen for political affiliation
rather than skills. A review of the data indicates that negotiated, partisan-
balanced authorities can succeed but usually with the strong presence of
international monitors to provide additional mechanisms of accountability,
such as in El Salvador in 1994 (or in Nicaragua in 1990 with a single-party-
dominant EMB). In some transition cases, autonomous, professional elec-
toral bodies, with a civil service career path, have emerged, and these almost
uniformly have led to elections accepted by all sides. Guatemala has con-
siderable experience with professional bodies and elections accepted by all
parties. Panama’s electoral processes have enjoyed confidence since the cre-
ation of its professional body in 1994. Among our cases, single-party-
dominant EMBs were created by single-party hegemonies in Mexico prior
to 1994, in Haiti in 1995 and 2000, and in Venezuela in May 2000, as well
as by a hybrid regime in Peru in 2000, leading in all cases to flawed or
unacceptable elections. Single-party EMBs were also commonly estab-
lished in the Dominican Republic, facilitated by the fact that EMBs are
elected by a simple majority in the senate, leading in three (of five) presi-
dential elections to results that were flawed or unacceptable.

In turn, our second statistical approach examines whether appointment
procedures and term lengths intended to help generate more independent
EMBs matter. It provides evidence that this formal-institutional mechanism
(in particular, the appointment procedure) intended to encourage indepen-
dence and professionalism works although, as one would expect, only in a
broader context in which the rules of the game are respected. Thus, in the
case of Venezuela, substantial improvements in the formal selection mech-
anisms regarding the EMB in the late 1990s did not prevent its repoliti-
cization under President Hugo Chávez, just as having a near-ideal formal
selection mechanism for the EMB in Peru did not prevent its politicization
under President Alberto Fujimori. In contrast, Mexico provides an example
in which an interactive process of sustained pressure from civil society,
opposition parties, and dissidents from the ruling party itself, reinforced
with international encouragement, led to a gradual opening of political
space. These same pressures resulted in the concomitant emergence of new
laws and important (if still modest) changes in selection mechanisms that
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facilitated the emergence of a professional and independent electoral agency.
This agency, in turn, helped to ensure the successful realization of credi-
ble elections, from the rejected elections of 1988 to the widely accepted
elections of 2000.

Logically, we have many reasons to believe that the quality of elections
is associated with party behavior, the willingness to commit fraud, and the
capacity to detect it. Yet our indirect measure of party organization intended
to tap into these issues—electoral volatility—does not attain statistical sig-
nificance in either model. Part of the problem may well be that this measure
is better at determining potential party capacity to detect fraud than it is at
determining potential party willingness to commit fraud. Indeed, democra-
tizing elections have taken place in Latin America under varied party sys-
tems, and regime slippage has also occurred under varying conditions of
electoral volatility. Elections in countries with relatively low electoral
volatility, such as the Dominican Republic and Nicaragua, have been flawed
or unacceptable, whereas they have not been flawed or unacceptable in coun-
tries with extremely high levels of volatility, such as Brazil and Ecuador.
More work remains to be done in seeking an improved measure of this key
factor of party behavior affecting electoral quality.

We do find that the presence of an incumbent leader contesting the elec-
tion has an impact on the quality of the election, with a significantly higher
probability of unacceptable elections when the incumbent runs. This high-
lights the fact that incumbents appear to have both the means and the incen-
tive to attempt to manipulate elections, particularly in economic or political
contexts unfavorable to their reelection. Incumbent parties running with
candidates other than the incumbent also have a significant though smaller
impact on the probability of an unacceptable election.

Margin of victory attains statistical significance in both models, albeit in
the opposite direction of what we had expected. Closer examination of the
data patterns indicates that there are, in fact, many relatively close elections,
only some of which are problematic. International observer groups and the
media may tend to focus more attention on the problematic close elections.
Unacceptable and flawed elections also occur in the context of opposition
boycotts that generate extremely lopsided margins in favor of the victors
(such as in Haiti in 1995 and 2000 and Peru in 2000), explaining the observed
statistical result.

Finally, we also tested for a possible international period effect by means
of a dummy variable for elections held during and after the cold war; we
did not find a statistically significant result, and inclusion of the variable had
little impact on the overall model. We tested for this based on the view that
there has been a greater focus on democracy promotion in U.S. and European

Hartlyn et al. / Electoral Governance Matters 91

 at Uppsala Universitetsbibliotek on March 4, 2011cps.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://cps.sagepub.com/


foreign policy in the post–cold war era. If in fact this effect has been impor-
tant for electoral quality in the region, it may well have been overshadowed
by two dynamics. One is that a number of democratic transitions in Latin
America preceded the end of the cold war and were in fact democratic
restorations rather than the establishment of new democracies. The other is
that problems with elections have continued into the present with the reemer-
gence of patrimonial or hybrid regimes in the region, which have eroded
many aspects of electoral governance including the independence of electoral
administration, frequently affecting the quality of elections.

Conclusion

Electoral processes that persistently enjoy the confidence of the electorate
have yet to be universally established in Latin America. Employing two very
different measures of the nature of electoral agencies, our research finds that
the nature of electoral administration has an impact on the quality of electoral
processes in the region in ways expected by the electoral governance litera-
ture. Professional and independent EMBs free from partisan influence and
government control provide a much greater chance of successful elections,
particularly relative to those dominated by a single party. Such EMBs are not,
however, a necessary condition, in that a few countries with partisan-mixed
or combined EMBs have also consolidated their electoral processes. In some
cases, low formal scores of legal independence actually result in practice in
high-quality elections in the context of multiparty systems that have agreed
on the basic rules of the game.

In Latin America over this time period, when incumbents seek reelection,
electoral processes are significantly more likely to be unacceptable. Although
in some cases (e.g., Nicaragua in 1996) the margin of victory may affect
judgments made by international observers regarding the quality of an elec-
toral process, our results indicate that the more significant problem is elec-
toral processes boycotted by an opposition. These electoral processes are
usually considered by the opposition and by independent observers to have
insufficient guarantees.

Future work should seek to find improved measures for variables such as
party capacity to detect fraud and will to commit fraud and to incorporate into
formal analysis additional factors once appropriate ways to quantify them are
identified. These include the role of a free media as well as the ways that
domestic civil society and international pressure (election observers and
donor pressure) can facilitate acceptable elections. This will also permit
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further specification of the role of electoral administration in interaction with
other key institutional factors in fostering competitive elections.

It would also be fruitful to expand analysis to consider congressional and
local-level elections. In several countries (e.g., Mexico, Haiti, and Venezuela),
dissatisfaction with electoral quality often emerges first at this level, in which
emerging opposition parties may have a greater chance of victory. Opposition
parties may also mobilize public rejection of fraudulent elections more effec-
tively from this level. In some of these countries, the decentralizing fiscal and
political reforms of the past two decades permitted elections for such posts as
governors or mayors for the first time, while raising the stakes of the out-
comes. Such reform measures, intended to placate regime opponents, instead
served as catalysts for increased challenges and pressures for change.

The findings in this article reinforce the view that a policy focus on the
partisan composition of EMBs is appropriate. Changes in the law toward
procedures helping to ensure formal independence are desirable and can
facilitate higher quality elections, with the obvious caveat that formal rules
alone are not sufficient, particularly where public institutions are riddled with
corruption and the rule of law is weak. Consolidation of electoral institutions,
not surprisingly, tends to parallel that of other key democratic institutions.
Pressure from below (civil society), pulls from above (leadership), and inter-
national observation and mediation are all important in this development.
Improving the quality of elections in emerging democracies thus requires
generating a virtuous circle across state institutions, civil society actors, rule
of law, and acceptance of the rules of the game by political parties.

Appendix A
Descriptive Statistics (N == 104)

Mean or Standard 
Variable Minimum Maximum Percentage Deviation

Quality of elections
Unacceptable 6.7%
Flawed 15.4%
Acceptable 77.9%

Electoral management 
body: partisan

Independent 43.3%
Intermediate 5.8%
Partisan mixed 34.6%
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Appendix A (continued)

Mean or Standard 
Variable Minimum Maximum Percentage Deviation

Partisan dominant 16.4%
Electoral management 0 8 3.87 2.37

body: appointment
Corruption 1 6 3.14 0.99 
Electoral volatility 3.1 74 26.67 16.69
Margin of victory 0.1 90 14.60 15.74
Polity, lagged –8.0 10.0 6.18 4.11
GDP per capita, in thousands 0.36 8.47 2.61 1.75
Incumbent president 0 1 0.10 0.30
Incumbent party 0 1 0.70 0.46
Post-1989 0 1 0.71 0.46

Appendix B
Variables and Sources

Variable Values Source

Election success 0 (unacceptable), 1 (flawed), Electoral mission observation 
2 (acceptable) reports, media reports, and 

secondary literature
Post-1989 1 is 1990-2004
Democracy, lagged –8 (highly authoritarian) Polity IV and updates by the 

to 10 (highly democratic) authors
GDP per capita, in $368 to $8,076 (1995 World Bank (2002) and 

thousands U.S. dollars) updates by the authors based 
on Economist Intelligence 
Unit reported growth rates

Margin of victory 0.10% to 90% Payne, Zovatto, Flórez, & 
Zavala (2002) and updates by 
the authors

Electoral management 1 (single-party dominant), Electoral mission observation 
body partisanship 2 (partisan mixed), reports, media reports, and 

3 (independent/partisan secondary literature analyses
mixed), 4 (independent,
professional)

Electoral management 0 to 8 Country electoral laws,
body appointment constitutions, and electoral 
score mission observation reports

Corruption 1 (not corrupt) to Political Risk Services
6 (highly corrupt)
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Appendix B (continued)

Variable Values Source

Incumbency Electoral mission observation 
reports, media reports, and 
secondary literature

President –1, incumbent president 
seeking reelection

Party –1 incumbent party (or party
coalition) seeking reelection 
with a candidate other than
the incumbent president

Electoral volatility 3.1 to 74 Lower house electoral 
volatility data set from 
http://www.unm.edu/~polsci/
faculty_listing/Roberts.htm
and updates by the authors

Notes

1. In this article, we use the terms electoral commissions, electoral agencies, and election
management bodies (EMBs) interchangeably to refer to the state unit or units that are primarily
responsible for the central aspects of electoral governance regulating voting and electoral com-
petition and that may also have associated administrative and judicial/adjudicatory functions.

2. Because nonstate violence is outside the purview of state and electoral authorities, we have
coded it slightly differently than state violence and state abuse of power. We considered presi-
dential elections seriously affected by nonstate violence (such as in Colombia in 1990) as flawed,
rather than unacceptable, and electoral processes in which nonstate violence largely affected leg-
islative and local races, but not the presidential election, as acceptable.

3. Our data set and information on how it was constructed are available at http://www.unc
.edu/depts/polisci/hartlyn/downloads.html and http://www.gsu.edu/~poljlm/index.html.

4. Coding details and scores are available at http://www.unc.edu/depts/polisci/hartlyn/
downloads.html and http://www.gsu.edu/~poljlm/index.html.

5. Cukierman, Webb, and Neyapti (1992, especially pp. 354-356), in considering different
measures of central bank independence, find that those based on legal independence that perform
well in industrial countries provide poor explanatory power in developing countries, indicative
of greater divergence between law and practice in the latter set of countries (cf. Cukierman &
Webb, 1995; Keefer & Stasavage, 2003).

6. Descriptive statistics are presented in Appendix A, and a list of the variables used and their
sources is presented in Appendix B. There are 20 cases in which the presidential election went to
a second round and thus where the assumption of independence of observations is likely violated;
we correct the standard errors of the parameter estimates by specifying robust Huber-White stan-
dard errors clustered on election rounds.

7. We also ran a model including only the formal independence score without the corruption
variable, and the variable was again not significant.
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8. We tested alternative specifications of the models to evaluate the indirect effect that vari-
ables in the models might have on type of EMB. We find some evidence in both Models 1 and
2 that a higher level of economic development exerts an indirect positive effect on electoral
processes by leading to more independent EMBs; in Model 2, as noted in the text, it continues
to exert a direct effect on election quality as well when type of EMB is included in the model.
However, we do not find evidence that democracy lagged or any other variable has such an effect.
When the EMB partisan variable is removed from Model 1, the pseudo R2 drops from .46 to .35;
in turn, when the EMB appointment and interaction variables are removed from Model 2, the
pseudo R2 drops from .40 to .35.

9. However, when we ran the model without the incumbency variable, the democracy score
was significant, suggesting that when included, incumbency is a powerful indicator of will to
commit fraud.
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