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This article reviews the role that economic performance plays as incumbents 
look to maintain political support in Latin America. Survey data from 18 
Latin America countries in 2014 show that citizen's perceptions of economic 
performance reflect macroeconomic outcomes, respondents’ own personal 
situations, and political considerations. Respondents hold politicians accountable 
for perceived sociotropic outcomes, with those who perceive that things have 
gone badly considering alternatives to the incumbent more than abstention or 
nullifying their vote. Finally, the electoral effect of economic performance varies 
systematically across countries, with economic volatility increasing its salience 
while political and economic factors that concentrate control of the economy 
in domestic actors and economic policy in the incumbent party facilitate 
attributing responsibility to the government. While perceived outcomes have 
their roots in a variety of national-level and personal factors, voters generally 
approach accountability for those outcomes in a sophisticated manner. 

Keywords: electoral accountability, Latin America, issue salience, presidential 
approval, economic perceptions.

Rendición de cuentas electoral por la economía 
en América Latina

Este artículo revisa el papel que tiene el desempeño económico sobre la intención 
de voto por el candidato oficialista en América Latina. Con datos de una encuesta 
de 18 países de América Latina en 2014, muestro que las percepciones que 
tienen los latinoamericanos del desempeño económico reflejan los resultados 
macroeconómicos, pero también las situaciones personales propias de los 
encuestados y consideraciones políticas. Los encuestados hacen responsable a 
los políticos por sus percepciones sociotrópicas. Aquellos que perciben que la 
situación ha empeorado consideran alternativas electorales distintas al oficialismo 
por sobre la posibilidad de abstenerse o anular su voto. Por último, el efecto 
electoral del desempeño económico varía sistemáticamente entre los países. La 
volatilidad económica incrementa su relevancia mientras que factores políticos y 
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económicos que concentran el control de la economía en los actores nacionales 
facilitan la atribución de responsabilidad al gobierno. Los factores que concentran 
la política económica en el partido del presidente también facilitan la atribución 
de responsabilidad al gobierno. Si bien las percepciones de la economía tienen 
sus raíces en una variedad de factores tanto de nivel nacional como de nivel 
personal, los votantes en general se acercan a la rendición de cuentas para la 
economía de una manera sofisticada.

Palabras clave: Rendición de cuentas electoral, América latina, aprobación 
presidencial, percepciones económicas. 

Introduction

This paper reviews what we know about how voters in the hemisphere hold 
politicians accountable for their management of the economy. I focus on four key 
questions in the accountability literature: how economic perceptions are formed, 
whether more attention is given to national economic outcomes or voters' own 
personal situations, whether the effect of the economy systematically varies across 
political contexts, and whether citizens who have decided to reject the incumbent 
in turn support one of the alternative parties or instead their frustrations lead them 
to consider the exit option from political participation.

Data from the 2014 AmericasBarometer survey illustrate that the connection between 
economics and political support for the ruling party in Latin America behaves in 
very similar ways to the patterns scholars have identified in other regions. Citizen 
perceptions of the economy reflect national economic outcomes like growth and 
inflation, respondents’ own personal economic situations and access to material 
resources, and their partisan predispositions. Support for the incumbent party is 
strongly associated with those economic perceptions, with evaluations of the national 
economy (sociotropic evaluations) having a stronger and more consistent impact than 
perceptions of the respondent’s personal financial situation do or perceptions of crime 
trends do. Opposition to the president when things are perceived as going badly can 
include abstention and casting a null vote, but the most consistent reaction to poor 
economic management in these data is to look for an alternative party that might 
generate better outcomes. Finally, the effect of economic performance systematically 
differs across countries, and voters are more likely to hold the president accountable 
for the economy when a volatile economy makes the economy the dominant issue on 
the agenda and when political and economic conditions make it easier to argue that 
economic fluctuations reflect choices made by the ruling party and not other political 
parties or global economic fluctuations. 
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We still have much to learn about these processes and about how campaigns 
themselves can shape public reactions to the economy, but there can be little debate 
that elections in Latin America function at least in part as referenda on whether the 
ruling party can successfully move the country towards economic prosperity and 

that voters display remarkable sophistication in weighing this choice. 

1. What Economic Voting Theories Tell Us about Voter Behavior

The literature on economic voting relies on a simple assumption about how voters 
use elections: one purpose of elections is to hold politicians accountable for their 
performance in office and bad outcomes potentially demonstrate that the current 
administration has priorities that have led them to prioritize other issues than those 
deemed important by the electorate, has pursued ineffective policies, or does not 
possess the necessary skills and competencies to effectively manage the problems 
that the country faces. Thus politicians who oversee bad outcomes in office should 
lose support while those who oversaw good outcomes should be rewarded. In the 
context of elections, the expectation is that the state of the economy should be 
positively correlated with support for the ruling party. 

Yet this simple model becomes complicated when you start examining its logic. 
One first issue is understanding what exactly politicians are being held accountable 
for. In particular, we cannot simply say that “voters hold politicians accountable 
for the economy” without qualifying which part of “the economy” we mean and, 
more importantly, understanding how citizens perceive and evaluate economic 
information. As Duch and Stevenson (2013:307) recently reminded us, “the 
relevant “economy” in this theoretical model is the economy that voters can and do 
observe”, emphasis in original). Thus the question models of economic voting need 
to confront is how do voters perceive and experience economic fluctuations. The 
way in which aggregate statistics are reported, for example, affects the way in which 
they are perceived and voters respond (Hetherington, 1996; Kayser and Leininger, 
forthcoming). Individuals then need to consider which aggregate indicators they 
care most about and how to combine them (Duch and Stevenson, 2013) 2013). 
Voters also may have access to different sources of economic information depending 
upon their access to technology, literacy levels, and the partisan leanings of their 
favorite sources. Voters may also incorporate their personal experiences into their 
assessments of the national climate as a heuristic, which means that perceptions will 
further differ within the electorate if the economy differentially affects different 
groups. Evaluations of the economy might also break down along partisan lines if 
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individuals who are predisposed to support the incumbent might be more likely 
to perceive outcomes in a positive light or to get their information from partisan 
sources. The result is widespread evidence that individuals systematically differ in 
their perceptions of the economy (e.g. Kramer, 1983; Duch et al., 2000; DeBoef and 
Kellstedt, 2004; Evans and Anderson, 2006; Stevenson and Duch, 2013). 

A related question is why voters making these calculations need to look at the national 
economy at all when they could instead vote based on their personal financial 
situation, holding governments accountable for personal economic hardships they 
experience. In the language of economic voting studies, voters can potentially vote 
egotropically and judge the economy based on their personal financial situation or 
vote sociotropically based on the state of the national economy. Most studies find 
sociotropic concerns receive more weight than egotropic concerns (e.g. Kinder and 
Kiewiet, 1979, 1981; Lewis-Beck, 1988; Kinder et al. 1989). This does not mean 
that voters do not care about their personal finances. But it implies that voters 
recognize personal finances are also affected by one’s own efforts, qualifications, 
personalities, and circumstances in addition to the national economic climate (Lau 
and Sears, 1981; Feldman, 1982) whereas the national economy is more likely to 
be directly affected by governments’ economic policies. Because the state of the 
national economy can be more directly attributed to the government than changes 
in personal finances can, it makes more sense to view the former as an indicator of 
government competence.1 

Yet we also cannot always assume that the economy can be reasonably used to 
measure incumbent performance and competence if voters cannot be sure of the 
incumbent’s role in and control over them. For example, if the president had to 
negotiate with other political actors to make economic policy then parceling out 
responsibility for what did or did not happen is difficult. As responsibility for policy 
outcomes becomes unclear, the rationality of awarding the blame or credit to any 
single political actor diminishes. Thus coalition governments (Duch and Stevenson, 
2013), fragmented legislatures (Anderson, 2000), and divided government (Powell 
and Whitten, 1993) are all expected to reduce the weight voters give to economic 
performance. On the other hand, voters may find it easy to attribute credit or 
blame to governments that have strong formal powers that make it easier to achieve 

1	 There is also a debate about whether voters care more about outcomes in the past or expected 
outcomes in the future. We do not have data to address that question here but Singer and Carlin (2013) 
show that both matter roughly equally on average in Latin America, although prospective evaluations 
matter more early in the president’s term when he or she has not had time to establish a record yet. 
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their policy goals (Rudolph, 2003; Carlin and Singh, 2015). Holding governments 
accountable for economic outcomes makes little sense in contexts where global 
economic trends are the major cause of domestic economic fluctuations (Hellwig, 
2014). Thus accountability for the economy is expected to be attenuated in countries 
that are the most fully integrated into the global economy. 

Moreover, we need not expect that voters will always consider the economy to be the 
most important issue on the political agenda and if attention to the economy fades, 
so too does its likely economic impact (Singer, 2011). It makes little sense to hold the 
government accountable for the economy if some other issue is more salient. Now, 
the high degree of importance that voters give to their own economic circumstances 
ensures that the national economic climate (with the opportunities it creates) will 
generally be something that voters value. But voter attention to the economy tends to 
fade in contexts where it has been stable while repeated booms and busts drive voters 
to focus on identifying politicians who can manage that volatility and deliver good 
economic performance (Duch and Stevenson, 2008; Singer, 2013b).

Finally, after the voter goes through the entire process of deciding how the economy 
is doing, weighing the incumbent’s responsibility for it, and deciding how to weight 
economic performance vis a vis other performance areas on which the incumbent 
could possibly be judged and decides whether or not he or she would like to support 
or reject the incumbent, the voter also needs to decide if there is an alternative 
to the incumbent that merits support. We know relatively little about how voters 
weigh partisan alternatives to the current government, although there is evidence 
from Latin America that those parties who have also managed the economy badly in 
the past are unlikely to be chosen as alternatives to the current government (Benton, 
2005). But voters who reject the government might also consider voicing their 
displeasure by abstaining or nullifying their vote (Tillman, 2008; Weschle, 2014). Yet 
we know relatively little about how frequently these options are exercised. 

2. What We Know about Economic Voting in Latin America

Extant studies show that Latin Americans consistently hold the ruling party 
accountable for economic outcomes on their watch. While studies differ in their 
reliance on aggregate or individual-level data, the specific indicator being looked 
at, and whether they are focused on voter choices in an electoral context or 
levels of government approval, an linkage between good economic performance 
and increased support for the president has been documented in Argentina (e.g. 
Gervasoni, 1998; Echegaray and Elordi, 2001; Canton and Jorrat, 2002; Remmer and 
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Gélineau, 2003; Gélineau and Remmer, 2005; Echegaray, 2005), Brazil (Meneguello, 
1996; Carreirão, 1999; Spanakos and Renno, 2006a, 2006b; Renno and Gramacho, 
2010), Chile (Panzer and Paredes, 1991; Morales Quiroga, 2008; Renno and 
Gramacho, 2010), Colombia (Holmes and Gutiérrez de Piñeres, 2013), Costa Rica 
(Seligson and Gomez Barrantes, 1989; Finkel et al., 1989; Cuzan and Bundrick, 
1991, 1997), El Salvador (Cuzan and Bundrick, 1997), Honduras (Cuzan and 
Bundrick, 1997), Mexico (e.g. Beltran, 2000, 2003; Moreno, 2009; Buendia, 1996, 
2001; Magaloni, 1999; Poiré, 1999; Singer, 2009; Dominguez and McCann, 1995; 
Davis and Langley, 1995), Nicaragua (Anderson et al., 2003), Peru (Stokes, 1996; 
Carrion, 1999; Weyland, 2000; Morgan-Kelly, 2003; Arce, 2003; Arce and Carrion, 
2010), Uruguay (Luna, 2002; c.f. Echegaray, 2005), and Venezuela (Weyland, 1998, 
2003).2 Additional studies that pool election results from multiple countries in the 
hemisphere also show that incumbent support generally rises when the economy 
is strong (Remmer, 1991, 2003; Echegaray, 2005; Benton, 2005; Gélineau, 2007; 
Johnson and Schwindt-Bayer, 2009; Johnson and Ryu, 2010; Alcañiz and Hellwig, 
2011; Singer, 2013a; Singer and Carlin, 2013; Lewis-Beck and Ratto, 2013; Carlin, 
Love, Martiner-Gallardo 2015; Gelineau and Singer, 2015). 

Yet when we move beyond the specific discussions of whether there is an 
association between economic performance and government support to the specific 
theoretical questions highlighted in the previous section, the evidence becomes 
scarcer. The area that has received the most attention is the question of whether the 
economy’s effect varies by context, with multiple studies showing that fragmented 
governments reduce the electoral effect of poor economic performance (Echegaray, 
2005; Gélineau, 2007; Johnson and Schwindt-Bayer, 2009; Gelineau and Singer, 
2015; Carlin and Singh, forthcoming). Trade exposure also reduces the weight 
voters place on economic performance (Singer and Carlin, 2013; Gélineau and 
Singer 2015). We know less about the other questions. In a recent study, Singer and 
Carlin (2013) show that sociotropic considerations trump egotropic ones in all but 
the poorest of countries but that is a single study whose generalizability to other 
datasets is unknown. Finally, we know relatively little about how citizens form their 
evaluations of the national economy and whether weak economies lead to support 
for opposition parties or abstention. 

2	 This list is not exhaustive, and I apologize to those that I left out. 
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Thus in this paper I use data from 2014 to look at the various steps of the 
accountability chain in Latin America. The goal is not to develop new theory but 
simply to highlight what we know about how this process works in Latin America. 
Each step of this process deserves further unpacking and theorizing, but the goal of 
this paper is to illustrate our current knowledge on this subject. 

3. How did Latin Americans See the Economy in 2014?

I explore the political effect of economic perceptions using data from the most 
recent wave of the AmericasBarometer survey. The AmericasBarometer survey, 
conducted by the Latin American Public Opinion project at Vanderbilt University, 
relies on national probability samples of roughly 1500 respondents in each country 
and face-to-face interviews. Data are then entered using hand-held electronic 
systems (PDAs) to reduce data collection and processing errors and to facilitate 
switching between questionnaire translations in different native languages if needed. 
This survey was conducted in early 2014 in 25 western hemisphere countries; in the 
analyses that follow I restrict the sample to the 18 Spanish and Portuguese speaking 
countries of Latin America in order to hold the presidential regime constant and 
because estimates of the incumbent government’s ideology exist for these 18 
cases and I can use those data to develop a measure of left-right proximity to the 
incumbent president to control for potential endogeneity in how respondents see 
the state of the economy. 

Respondents were asked to evaluate trends in the national economy as well as 
their personal economic circumstances, specifically whether they had gotten 
better, stayed the same, or gotten worse. Each variable is coded such that high 
values represent positive assessments of economic performance. In 2014 most Latin 
Americans tended to be pessimistic about economic outcomes (Table 1). This was 
particularly true for assessments of the national economy: 46 percent of respondents 
in an average country thought the national economy had gotten worse while only 
16 percent thought it had gotten better. Latin Americans tended to be slightly 
more positive about their personal economic situation, as 33 percent thought it had 
gotten worse while 20 percent thought it had gotten better. But in general Latin 
Americans were fairly pessimistic about the state of the economy. 
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Table 1 
Economic Assessments in 2014

In the Last 12 Months:

The National Economy Has Your Family’s Financial Situation Has:

Gotten Worse 46% 33.4%

Stayed the Same 37.8% 46.4%

Gotten Better 16.3% 20.2%

Of course, behind these averages there is substantial variation in economic 
evaluations across the hemisphere as countries’ economies diverge (Figure 1).3 
Respondents in Ecuador, Bolivia, and Chile had the most optimistic views of the 
national economy’s trend while those in Venezuela, Guatemala, and Argentina were 
the most negative on average. Average assessments of personal finances are highly 
correlated with evaluations of the national economy (the two sets of country-
level averages have a bivariate correlation of 0.83) but respondents in Brazil and 
Colombia were particularly more positive about their personal finances than one 
might expect given public views about the national economy. 

These systematic differences across countries should be connected to real differences 
in economic outcomes. But there is also substantial variation within countries in 
how individuals perceive economic trends. We expect these differences to be a 
function of differences in the types of economic information individuals have access 
to, how the economy touches different groups, and also partisan rationalizations as 
individuals who are predisposed to support the incumbent might be more likely to 
perceive outcomes in a positive light. 

3	 The variables have been scaled on a 0-100 scale with high values representing positive evaluations 
of the economy to avoid having to use multiple decimals. 



45

Singer, Matthew 

Vol. 53, Nº 1, 2015

Figure 1 
Economic Assessments by Country

Evaluation of the National Economy

95% Confidence Interval 
(with Design-Effects)

Source: AmericasBarometer, LAPOP, 2014; Version: Merged2014 v.0912
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While studies of economic perceptions have been common in other regions, they 
remain relatively rare in the context of Latin America. The 2014 AmericasBarometer 
survey allows us to explore how these processes play themselves out in Latin America. 
In Table 2, I model respondents’ evaluations of the national economy as a function of 
macroeconomic indicators, demographic factors, political predispositions to support 
the incumbent, and political interest. Studies of economic voting in Latin America 
have generally identified inflation and GDP growth as the variables that voters most 
heavily respond to, although recent elections have seemed to reflect the growth rate 
more than inflation as hyperinflation has faded (Singer, 2013a). Data for growth and 
inflation are drawn from the IMF’s World Economic Outlook database and the data 
for inflation are logged to reduce skew. Because the surveys were primarily taken 
in the second quarter of 2014, I take the weighted average of the 2013 and 2014 
economic indicators to approximate the state of the economy at the time of the 
survey.4 Due to limited degrees of freedom, I include growth and logged inflation 
separately in the models.5 These variables are constant for all respondents in each 
survey year. Turning to individual-level measures, respondents who have fewer 
resources are expected to have more negative views of their personal finances and 
those personal experiences are also expected to spill over and affect evaluations of 
the national economy. The specific controls are for gender, income, urban/rural, age, 
and skin color.6 I also include a dummy variable for whether or not the respondent 
received any welfare in the past year because these forms of social assistance 
might in turn make people optimistic about their finances as well as the national 

4	 If Eij is the macroeconomic indicator for country i in year j and the survey was conducted in month 
m of 2014, then the weighted indicator for country i on that indicator is m/12*E2014i+(12-
m)/12*E2013i

5	 When both variables are included in the model and a control is added for Paraguay which was 
an outlier with regards to growth as it rebounded from an economic crisis, both are significantly 
different from 0 (p<0.001) and in the expected direction but given the lack of statistical power we 
should be careful to not over-interpret that result. 

6	 Gender takes the value of 1 if the respondent of a women and 0 for males. Wealth is measured using an 
index of household wealth that uses factor analysis to identify which goods distinguish the most well-
off households from other households and which also incorporates differences in the kinds of wealth 
that are possible in urban and rural areas given differences in infrastructure (a well-to-do person in rural 
areas where electricity is scarce may own fewer electronic appliances, for example, than does a poor 
person living in an urban center). See Córdova (2009) for details on the methodology. The specific 
household items in the index are a television, refrigerator, telephone, cellular telephone, the number 
of cars, washing machine, microwave, motorcycle, indoor plumbing, indoor bathroom, computer, flat 
panel TV. There is a binary variable for living in a rural area, as coded by the national statistics institute 
of each country. There is series of dummy variables for the respondent’s age, coded by range (16-25, 26-
35, 36-45, 46-55, 56-65, 65+). Interviewers coded respondents’ skin color using a palate as a reference 
where high values represent darker colors (see Telles 2014). 



Electoral Accountability for the Economy in Latin America

48 Política / Revista de Ciencia Política

economy. I control for baseline levels of support for the incumbent by measuring 
the respondent’s proximity to the incumbent on the left-right scale where high 
values represent the respondent having a self-described left-right position that is 
very similar to the incumbent’s.7 Finally, I control for political interest, scaled so that 
high values correspond a self-described high level of interest in politics.8 

The results of a hierarchical ordered logit modeling respondents’ evaluations of 
the national economy’s trend in the 12 months before the survey that takes into 
account clustering at the country-level and the limited degrees of freedom of the 
economic measures are in Table 2. Respondents’ perceptions of the economy reflect 
economic trends in the country at the time of the survey: respondents in countries 
with high growth or with low inflation are more likely to report that the economy 
is improving. Differences of opinion within countries correspond to pre-existing 
political differences: individuals who place themselves on the left-right scale in a 
position similar to the president’s position are more likely to report that the economy 
is strong than are those who do not have an ideological predilection to support the 
incumbent. But they also reflect differences in respondent’s circumstances: educated 
and wealthy individuals tend to have more positive views of the economy as do men 
and younger respondents. Receiving welfare benefits from the government also tends 
to be associated with individuals having more positive views about the economy. 
Finally, the political interested also tend to be optimistic about the national economy.

A similar set of patterns emerges when we look at how respondents evaluate their 
own finances (Table 3): while groups systematically differ in how their finances are 
perceived and individuals who are close to the president on the left-right scale are 
more likely to report that they are doing well, individuals in countries where the 

7	 I estimate the incumbent’s ideology using data from Wiesehomeier and Benoit (2009)’s expert 
survey rescaled linearly so that it is on the same 1-10 scale used by the AmericasBarometer survey 
instead of the 1-20 scale used by the expert survey. I then found the absolute value of the difference 
between the respondent’s left-right self-placement (measured using the question “On this card 
there is a 1-10 scale that goes from left to right. The number one means left and 10 means right. 
Nowadays, when we speak of political leanings, we talk of those on the left and those on the right. 
In other words, some people sympathize more with the left and others with the right. According 
to the meaning that the terms “left” and “right” have for you, and thinking of your own political 
leanings, where would you place yourself on this scale?”) and estimated incumbent ideology. I 
then flip this variable so that high values represent respondents being similar to the incumbent. 
If LRi is the placement of respondent i and LRP the left-right placement of the president, then 
Proximity=|LRi-LRP|*-1+9. 

8	 “How much interest do you have in politics: a lot, some, little or none?” Scored on a 0-3 scale.
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economy is growing and where inflation is low are more likely to report that their 

household is better off now than it was a year ago. 

Table 2 
Perceptions of Trends in the National Economy

 [1] (SE)  [2] (SE)

GDP Growth 0.168*** (0.006)

Log(Inflation) -1.195*** (0.046)

Proximity to the President on the 
Left-Right Scale

0.077*** (0.006) 0.082*** (0.007)

Female -0.284*** (0.026) -0.293*** (0.027)

Rural 0.055 (0.031) 0.077* (0.031)

Education 0.010* (0.004) 0.012** (0.004)

Wealth Quintile 0.016 (0.010) 0.019 (0.010)

26-35 -0.121*** (0.038) -0.119** (0.039)

36-45 -0.215*** (0.040) -0.212*** (0.041)

46-55 -0.292*** (0.044) -0.290*** (0.044)

56-65 -0.233*** (0.050) -0.243*** (0.050)

66+ -0.338*** (0.057) -0.346*** (0.057)

Skin Color -0.003 (0.008) 0.000 (0.008)

Respondent got Welfare 0.201*** (0.042) 0.208*** (0.042)

Political Interest 0.140*** (0.014) 0.133*** (0.014)

Cut 1 1.047 (0.072) -0.535 (0.075)

Cut 2 3.070 (0.075) 1.502 (0.076)

Variance Component 9.7E+08 (4.5E+07) 7.1E+08 (3.0E+07)

Number of Individuals 23,158 22,105

Number of Countries 18 17

Chi2 1506.90*** 1179.27***

Multi-level ordered logit, standard errors in parentheses.  
* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 (two tailed)

In general, economic perceptions in Latin America behave as one would expect given 
the literature developed on other regions. Growth and inflation both seem to be salient 
in 2014, but respondents from prosperous economic circumstances and who are educated 
also tended to be more optimistic as are those who were receiving extra assistance from 
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the government. Economic perceptions are also shaped by respondent’s own political 
predispositions. The expectation of the economic voting literature is that these evaluations 
of the economy’s performance should have political implications, with individuals who 
believe it is performing well being inclined to support the incumbent while those who 
are more pessimistic likely to reject the incumbent and either abstain, nullify their vote, 
or support an opposition party. It also suggests that on average sociotropic evaluations will 
have a stronger association with support for the incumbent than egotropic evaluations do. 
I test these basic propositions in the next section.

Table 3 
Perceptions of Trends in Respondents’ Personal Finances

 [1] (SE)  [2] (SE)

GDP Growth 0.118*** (0.006)
Log(Inflation) -0.629*** (0.046)
Proximity to the President on the 
Left-Right Scale

0.064*** (0.007) 0.061*** (0.007)

Female -0.103*** (0.025) -0.103*** (0.026)
Rural -0.073* (0.031) -0.046 (0.031)
Education 0.010* (0.004) 0.014*** (0.004)

Wealth Quintile 0.087*** (0.010) 0.086*** (0.010)
26-35 -0.254*** (0.037) -0.242*** (0.038)
36-45 -0.513*** (0.039) -0.501*** (0.040)
46-55 -0.595*** (0.043) -0.579*** (0.043)

56-65 -0.674*** (0.049) -0.673*** (0.049)

66+ -0.764*** (0.055) -0.746*** (0.056)

Skin Color 0.012 (0.008) 0.015 (0.009)

Respondent got Welfare 0.173*** (0.042) 0.164*** (0.045)

Political Interest 0.074*** (0.013) 0.075*** (0.014)

Cut 1 -0.016 (0.086) -0.991 (0.080)

Cut 2 2.253 (0.087) 1.296 (0.080)

Variance Component 3.14E+08 (2.47E+07) 2.27E+07 (2.93E+08)

Number of Individuals 23,273 22,216

Number of Countries 18 17

Chi2 1145.50*** 932.73***
Multi-level ordered logit, standard errors in parentheses. 

* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 (two tailed)
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5. Perceptions of Economic Fluctuations Affect Attitudes 
toward the Incumbent Party

The main dependent variable is whether the respondent would support the 
incumbent in an election being held in the next few days after the survey. This 
question has been widely used to model how support for the incumbent shifts 
between elections (e.g. Duch and Stevenson, 2008; Singer and Carlin 2013) and 
we should see that intended support for the incumbent is a function of outcomes 

under his or her watch.

If the next presidential elections were being held this week, what would you do? (1) 
Wouldn’t vote, (2) Would vote for the incumbent candidate or party. (3) Would vote 
for a candidate or party different from the current administration, (4) Would go to vote 
but would leave the ballot blank or would purposely cancel my vote.

Theories of economic accountability have generally focused on the question of 
whether or not individuals are more likely to support the incumbent in good times 
than they are in bad. But several studies have reminded us that rejection of the 
incumbent may take the form of supporting an opposition party, abstaining, or 
casting a null vote (Tillman, 2008; Weschle, 2014). Theories of accountability do 
not provide any insights about what citizens who have retrospectively rejected the 
incumbent will subsequently do as they choose between these alternatives. But in 
the models that follow we treat this variable as a nominal variable and model it using 
multinomial logit to evaluate how economic performance correlates with each of 
these alternatives in the Americas. Across the 18 countries in this sample, 36 percent 
of respondents intended to support the incumbent if an election were held today 
while 38 percent of respondents intended to support an opposition party, 16 percent 
said they would abstain, and 10 percent said they would cast a null vote. 

As I model the association between economic perceptions and government support, 
I control for other factors that are also likely to affect citizens’ electoral choices. For 
example, the 2014 AmericasBarometer found that crime was just as likely to be 
mentioned as the most important issue facing respondents’ countries as economics 
was, thus we might expect that governments who cannot reduce crime will also 
be held accountable for that failing. Thus I control for respondents’ evaluations of 
whether crime is increasing or decreasing in their neighborhood in the year before the 
survey, with high values representing improvements in fighting crime, and expect that 
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it will be positively associated with support for the incumbent.9 I control for baseline 
levels of support for the incumbent by measuring the respondent’s proximity to the 
incumbent on the left-right scale where high values represent the respondent having 
a self-described left-right position that is very similar to the incumbent’s. I control for 
various demographic factors that might predispose respondents to support the ruling 
party in their country (gender, income, urban/rural, age, skin color, and religiosity). I 
estimate the demographic variables with slopes that allow certain groups to form part 
of the incumbent’s base in one country and oppose him in another (e.g. poor, non-
religious, or darker skinned voters are more likely to support left-leaning incumbents 
in Latin America than they are to support right-leaning incumbents; see Carlin, Singer, 
and Zechmeister 2015) by interacting them with dummy variables for each country.10 
I thus do not present the estimated coefficients for the demographic variables in the 
text that follows because the effect of a variable on average is meaningless unless we 
believe that some groups are simply naturally inclined to support the incumbent. 
Country-fixed effects then control for other omitted country-specific factors and 
clustering in the standard errors, but also mean that the results that follow explain 
differences in government support within countries but not across them. The 
baseline is supporting the incumbent president’s party so negative signs mean that the 
respondent is less likely to support the alternative to the incumbent in each column 
instead of supporting the president. 

The results in Table 4 are consistent with the traditional economic voting hypothesis. 
On average, individuals in the hemisphere who believe the economy is improving 
are more likely to support the incumbent than they are to vote for the opposition, 
announce an intention to abstain, or consider nullifying their vote. This is true for 
both sociotropic and egotropic perceptions. Yet if we consider the predicted marginal 
effect of changing a respondent’s evaluations of these two economic factors from 
their minimum to the maximum while holding the other perception measure and 
all other variables constant, evaluations of the national economy have a substantially 
larger effect. For example, for a respondent that has the average value on all the 
other variables on the model thinks that the economy is doing poorly, the predicted 

9	 Do you think that the current level of violence in your neighborhood is (2) higher, (1) about the 
same, or (0) lower than 12 months ago? All other variables are described in the previous section. 

10	 Estimating the models as a hierarchical model with random coefficients would generate comparable 
results, but I wanted to include country fixed effects to ensure that the estimated results do not 
reflect other differences across countries that are omitted. 
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probability that this person intends to support the incumbent party is 0.28.11 If that 
same person believes the national economy is improving, that predicted probability 
becomes 0.54, and increase of 0.28. In contrast, the predicted effect of changing 
a respondent’s evaluation of their personal finances from their minimum to their 
maximum is to increase the predicted probability of supporting the president’s 
party by 0.11. While both personal finances and the national economy play a role 
in anchoring government support in Latin America and governments appear to 
be held accountable for their successes and failings at to generate both national 
prosperity and for those benefits trickling down to individual households, the 
national economy tends to have a larger effect. 

Table 4 
How Would the Respondent Vote if the Election Were Held Today, 18 Latin 

American Countries in 2014

Vote for the 
Opposition

Abstain Null Vote

National Economy is Improving -0.638*** -0.605*** -0.509***

(0.031) (0.044) (0.039)

Personal Finances are Improving -0.232*** -0.236*** -0.223***

(0.030) (0.043) (0.038)

Neighborhood is Becoming more Safe -0.141*** -0.181*** -0.149***

(0.027) (0.040) (0.034)

Close to the President on the Left-Right Scale -0.187*** -0.084*** -0.074***

(0.010) (0.015) (0.013)

N Observations 19937

F 7753.31***

Multinomial logit with vote for the incumbent president’s party as the baseline category, controls include country 
fixed effects and their interactions with rural, age, gender, household wealth, education, skin color, and religiosity. 
Standard errors in parentheses.

* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 (two tailed)

11	 The predicted probabilities of the alternatives are a 0.49 probability of supporting an opposition 
candidate, a 0.14 probability of intending to abstain, and a 0.10 (numbers do not sum to 1 due to 
rounding). These predictions are done using Clarify (King et al., 2000).
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Individuals who think that the economy is good are likely to support the president. 
Those who think that it is doing badly have multiple options to express their 
dissent. The most common one is to support an alternative candidate: as perceptions 
of the economy go from their most positive to their most negative, the predicted 
probability of supporting an opposition candidate increases by 0.23. In contrast, the 
predicted probability on average of announcing an intention to abstain increases by 
0.05 and intentions to cast a null vote increase by less than 0.01. Thus in an average 
respondent’s mind, the most common response to seeing that things are going badly 
under the current administration is to look for an alternative instead of withdrawing 
from the political debate. Yet those relative findings should be interpreted with care 
because the 2014 AmericasBarometer is not an election survey and the choice set 
of alternatives to the president is not specified and, in some countries with volatile 
party systems, might not be known and so we might expect economic dissatisfaction 
become a larger driver of abstention or null votes as the election approaches and 
respondents actually have to identify an alternative to the current administration. 

The predicted marginal effect of sociotropic economic is substantial. To illustrate 
the political impact of economic perceptions, consider that the predicted effect of 
changing a respondent’s self-placement on the left right scale from being as far away 
from the president as possible to having the exact same position as the president is 
to increase the predicted probability of supporting the president by 0.30, essentially 
the same change as the total predicted marginal effect of sociotropic evaluations. 
Or contrast this effect with the effect of believing that violence in the respondent’s 
neighborhood has gotten better in the 12 months before the survey, which as it 
changes from its most negative to the most positive is predicted to increase support 
for the president by 0.067. While crime is growing in salience in the hemisphere 
and its political effect may be higher than this average in some countries, voters 
seem to weight it less than they do economic performance on average. 

The data in Table 4 model variations within countries but do not explain differences in 
leader support across them. So the degree to which overall levels of government support 
are affected by government perceptions is an open question. Yet we can use the 2014 
AmericasBarometer to show that differences in economic perceptions also correlate 
with support for the president’s party across them as well. Ecuador had the largest share 
of respondents in Figure 1 who believed that the national economy was doing well, 
and it is not surprising that 59 percent of respondents in the 2014 AmericasBarometer 
said they would vote for the president’s party if an election were held that week, a 
proportion that is tied for the highest in the hemisphere (Figure 2). The correlation 
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between economic perceptions and vote choice is not perfect as factors specific to the 
country and its party system also affect the base of support for the president; support for 
the ruling party in Peru is low despite respondents in that country having an average 
evaluation of the economy that is right about the hemisphere average while respondents 
in Venezuela, the country with the most negative evaluations of the economy in 2014, 
were more willing to continue supporting the incumbent regime than one might 
expect given those economic perceptions. Yet in general, there is a significant, bivariate 
correlation (r=0.67) between perceived economic performance and average levels of 
support for the president’s party.12 As individuals hold the incumbent party accountable 
for the perceived state of the national economy, this has an impact on their aggregate 
levels of support within the electorate. 

Figure 2 
Aggregate Economic Perceptions and Average Levels of Support for the Ruling 

Party Across Countries, 2014
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12	 The average correlation between aggregated evaluations of personal finances and support for the 
president’s party (not pictured) is weaker (r=0.37) but also positive.
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The results in Table 4 confirm that perceptions of economic performance are an 
important source of incumbent support in the region. Yet the extant literature 
on economic voting globally (see Anderson, 2007 for a review) and on Latin 
America in particular (e.g. Echegaray, 2005; Gelineau, 2007; Singer and Carlin, 
2013; Gelineau and Singer, 2015) suggests that economic performance should 
have a larger political effect in some countries than in others. The economy’s 
salience is not a constant and thus we should not expect voters to always make it 
the issue on which incumbents are judged. Moreover, in some cases it is difficult 
to tell whether the economy actually reflects political choices made the governing 
party or some other actor. 

Thus in Table 5, I return to the 2014 AmericasBarometer survey and again model 
what respondents say they would do if an election were held today as a function of 
perceived government performance, left-right proximity to the government, and 
demographics but this time I estimate the model separately for each country.13 
The complete results of the 18 multinomial logit models are available on the 
author’s website. In Table 5, I illustrate the key findings with regards to sociotropic 
retrospective perceptions. Specifically, I present the estimated change in the 
predicted probabilities of a respondent in each country voting for the incumbent, 
voting for the opposition, abstaining, or planning to cast a null vote as their 
economic evaluations change from negative to positive when all other variables 
are set to their mean value using a similar methodology as I used for the predicted 
probabilities in the previous section. Countries are then sorted from the largest 
predicted economic vote to the smallest.

The first key finding from Table 5 is that economic perceptions have a statistically 
significant association with evaluations of the incumbent in every Latin American 
country. Individuals who said the economy was better than it was a year ago are 
more likely to say they would vote for the incumbent if an election were held 
today than are those who said the economy remained the same or that it had 
gotten worse. Economic voting is thus a consistent feature of electoral discourse 
and political accountability in the region. 

13	 Another potential dimension on which economic voting might differ is within the electorate as some 
individuals decide to prioritize other issues (See Singer, 2009, 2011) or differ in their propensity to 
attribute responsibility for the economy to the president (see Gomez and Wilson, 2006).
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But while the economy consistently has an effect, that effect is not constant across 
countries. Instead, economic perceptions have a stronger association with support 
for the incumbent in some contexts than others. The estimated marginal effect 
of economic perceptions is nearly four times larger in Venezuela or in Argentina, 
for example, than it is in Peru or Guatemala. Not all incumbents are being held 
accountable for their economic management in the same way (the ranking of 
countries by economic voting in 2014 differs somewhat from Gélineau and 
Singer’s (2015) ranking of countries by the size of their economic vote from 
1995-2012. While these data agree with theirs that Venezuela, and Uruguay tend 
to have a large economic vote and Brazil and Costa Rica do not, historically the 
Dominican Republic and Peru have had a large economic vote while Paraguay and 
Ecuador have not. The shifts in Ecuador and Paraguay may reflect the increased 
consolidation of those party systems the —and the recent history of extreme 
economic swings in Paraguay— while Peru has seen its party system become 
particularly volatile in recent years. But the contrast between these two sets of 
data should be a reminder that while the structural variables discussed below do 
anchor the average level of economic voting that we see in any given context, 
there is still quite a bit of unexplained variance and/or noise in that relationship).
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Table 5 
The Predicted Effect of Changing Sociotropic Retrospective Evaluations from the 

Minimum to the Maximum

If an Election Were Held Today, Would You?

Quantity of Interest:
Vote for the  

President’s Party
Vote for an  

Opposition Party
Abstain Cast a Null Vote

Venezuela 0.451* -0.390* -0.116* 0.056

(0.090) (0.079) (0.037) (0.060)

Argentina 0.419* -0.336* -0.045 -0.039

(0.064) (0.061) (0.027) (0.021)

Paraguay 0.361* -0.277* -0.084 0.000

(0.058) (0.050) (0.049) (0.000)

Uruguay 0.333* -0.282* -0.009 -0.042

(0.047) (0.045) (0.011) (0.032)

Nicaragua 0.322* -0.139* -0.173* -0.010

(0.041) (0.032) (0.035) (0.016)

El Salvador 0.321* -0.209* -0.098* -0.014

(0.053) (0.044) (0.039) (0.021)

Ecuador 0.311* -0.214* -0.067* -0.030

(0.053) (0.051) (0.032) (0.031)

Bolivia 0.279* -0.176* -0.004 -0.099*

(0.036) (0.032) (0.017) (0.027)

Colombia 0.269* -0.141* -0.038 -0.090*

(0.044) (0.044) (0.033) (0.037)

Chile 0.261* -0.187* -0.055 -0.019*

(0.073) (0.062) (0.063) (0.024)
Dominican  
Republic

0.225* -0.119* -0.074* -0.032*

(0.035) (0.027) (0.028) (0.014)

Honduras 0.219* -0.138* -0.054 -0.026

(0.052) (0.047) (0.043) (0.018)

Panama 0.198* -0.189* 0.015 -0.024

(0.056) (0.057) (0.040) (0.019)

Mexico 0.195* -0.159* -0.030 -0.006

(0.064) (0.062) (0.037) (0.032)

Brazil 0.158* -0.087* -0.031 -0.040

(0.044) (0.040) (0.025) (0.040)

Costa Rica 0.149* -0.178* 0.014 0.015

(0.055) (0.057) (0.043) (0.023)

Guatemala 0.113* -0.061 -0.017 -0.035

(0.051) (0.061) (0.040) (0.018)

Peru 0.093* 0.037 0.012 -0.142*

(0.035) (0.050) (0.018) (0.038)

Simulations of variables changing from their minimum to their maximum based on multinomial logit, controls for egotropic 
retrospective perceptions, ideological proximity to the president, evaluations of neighborhood crime rates, rural, age, gender, 

household wealth, education, skin color, religiosity set to their sample mean. Standard errors in parentheses;  
* p<0.05 (two-tailed test)



59

Singer, Matthew 

Vol. 53, Nº 1, 2015

Recent studies have shown that levels of economic voting in Latin America 
systematically differ with levels of government political control, economic 
integration with the global economy, and economic volatility (Singer and Carlin, 
2013, Gélineau and Singer, 2015; Carlin and Singh, 2015). A similar pattern emerges 
in the 2014 AmericasBarometer survey. Figure 3 plots the estimated marginal 
effect of economic perceptions on support for the president’s party as a function 
of the effective number of parties in the legislature (panel a),14 the strength of 
the president’s legislative powers (panel b),15 the degree of economic integration 
whereby high values represent more exposure to the global economy (panel c),16 
and the degree of economic volatility17 in the country in the decade prior to the 
survey (panel d). Voters do seem to discount for the degree of political control the 
incumbent had at the time of the survey: while there are exceptions, the estimated 
presidential vote generally becomes attenuated as electoral fragmentation forces 
negotiation between political actors to achieve a legislative majority. The estimated 
economic vote also tends to be smaller in countries that are closely tied to the global 
economic system. Countries that have a recent past of economic volatility also tend 
to have a larger economic vote, although there are notable exceptions. The least 
consistent bivariate correlation is between presidential powers and accountability 
for economic management, although the two cases that combine high legislative 
powers with low levels of economic voting either have very fragmented legislatures 
(Brazil) or fairly high levels of global economic integration (Peru). 

Thus as we look at countries like Argentina and Venezuela where economic voting 
in 2014 was strong, we see that they combine relatively low levels of economic 
globalization, high levels of economic volatility, and low to moderate levels 
of legislative fragmentation. With only 18 country-cases, there is limited power 
to engage in multi-variable analyses, but in regression analyses of the estimated 
marginal effect of sociotropic perceptions being changed from their minimum to 
their maximum on predicted support for the president all four variables have the 
expected sign and all but presidential powers are statistically different from 0 at 
the p<0.10 level or higher (Table 6). Thus voters in Latin America do not respond 

14	 Measured using the Laakso and Taagepera (1979) measure where if si is the percentage of seats won 
by party i in the most recent election, the effective number of parties is 1/∑(si)2. 

15	 Measured by Negretto (2009) as updated by Carlin and Singh (2015).
16	 Measured using Dreher’s (2008) KOF economic globalization index for 2012 (the most recently 

available year) that takes into account the level of trade flows into the country as well as the degree 
to which trade is regulated and taxed. 

17	 Measured using the standard deviation of the GDP growth rate from 2005-2014. 
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randomly to economic fluctuations nor do they uniformly hold the president 
accountable for economic fluctuations-instead they focus more on the economy 
when it has a recent history of being difficult to manage and they at least partially 
take into account the degree to which the incumbent executive had the sufficient 
political and economic control to have economic outcomes reflect their policy 
initiatives and competencies. 

Table 6 
How the Marginal Effect of Economic Perceptions on Intentions to Vote for the 

Incumbent Parties Varies Across Countries

Effective Number of Parties -0.024*

(0.010)

President’s Legislative Powers 0.001

(0.001)

Economic Globalization -0.003°

(0.002)

Economic Volatility 0.033°

(0.016)

Constant 0.385*

(0.137)

N Observations 18

F 5.00*

Adjusted R2 0.4849

OLS regression, Standard Errors in Parentheses. ° p<0.10, * p<0.05 (two tailed)
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Figure 3 
Variations in the Estimated Economic Vote across Contexts

Panel A: Legislative Fragmentation
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Panel C: Globalization
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Panel D: Economic Volatility
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The second key finding from Table 5 is that just as in the pooled model, in most cases 
the dominant response to believing the economy is bad is to support an alternative 
opposition candidate. Yet that is not uniformly the case. In Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, 
Guatemala, and particularly Peru at least 25 percent of planned rejection of the 
incumbent if an election were held today occurs through increasing the probability 
of casting a null vote. In the Dominican Republic, Honduras, and particularly 
Nicaragua, the 2014 AmericasBarometer predicts that at least 25 percent of the 
change in predicted support for the incumbent as economic perceptions deteriorate 
occur as voters reject the incumbent but decide instead to abstain. Thus the specific 
form that voters’ reject of the incumbent takes does also seem to vary systematically.

There is very little cross-national work done on why anti-incumbent voters 
choose an opposition candidate instead of abstaining or nullifying their ballot and 
the existing studies find contrasting empirical results. Tillman (2008), for example, 
finds that abstention emerges as the likely alternative to voting for the incumbent 
when the economy is bad in fragmented party systems where both the government 
and opposition share some responsibility for economic outcomes. Yet Weschle 
(2014) finds that abstention emerges as the likely response to a bad economy in 
unfragmented party systems where supporters of the ruling party are unwilling 
to switch their vote to their party’s chief rival. In analyses not reported here, I 
do not find any significant (p<0.10, two tailed) correlation between relative share 
of economic voting that occurs via abstention or null noting and the degree of 
legislative fragmentation or the degree to which the nation’s economy is globalized. 
There is some evidence in this very small sample that in volatile economic settings 
believing the economy is bad leads to respondents being more likely to support 
one of the incumbent’s rival parties instead of abstaining or casting a null ballot, 
but I have no theory as to why that would be the case. Understanding the choice 
of what voters do after they have decided to reject the incumbent is a large hole in 
the literature and something that scholars who are interested in the entirety of the 
accountability process need to pay greater attention to and develop theories about. 
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Conclusion

The economic voter that emerges from Latin America in 2014 is one who 
conforms neatly to theoretical expectations about how accountability should 
work. Perceptions of how the economy is doing incorporate both macroeconomic 
outcomes and voters’ own personal situations and partisan predispositions, which 
reminds us that the nature of government performance in inherently contested and 
is somewhat malleable in the political arena. Yet after the voter reaches a conclusion 
about how the national economy is going, it corresponds closely to support for the 
government or, in most cases, as willingness to consider an alternative. Moreover, 
voters appear to be considering the degree to which government actors can 
reasonably be held accountable for economic outcomes, thus emphasizing national 
economic performance over personal finances when the two diverge and giving 
greater weight to the economy when the president’s party is strong and international 
influence on the economy is constrained. Finally, the salience of the economy waxes 
and wanes across contexts as voters decide whether this is the most pressing political 
issue. Thus as voters actually hold governments accountable for their performance 
as it has been perceived, much of the accountability process that emerges is rational 
and reasonable and even sophisticated. 

Yet as we look at these dynamics, a major hole in the literature on conditional 
economic voting in Latin America emerges in that the factors that affect the 
economy’s salience and attributions of responsibility for it are all structural and 
contextual. Yet we should also expect that political actors have an incentive to 
shape these processes. Campaigns should have incentives to raise the salience of 
performance issues on which their candidate has a perceived advantage (or their 
opponent has a perceived disadvantage) (Anderson et al., 2004; Druckman and 
Holmes, 2004; Vavreck, 2009). Assessments of responsibility should also be affected 
by campaigns that have incentives to try to shape voter assessments of who is 
responsible for policy successes and who is to blame for failures and by media 
coverage of those issues (Iyengar, 1994; Hellwig and Coffey, 2011). 

These questions have received relatively little systematic attention outside of Latin 
America and even less inside of it. Two studies on Mexico (Moreno, 2009; Hart, 
2013) show that over the course of the 2006 presidential campaign, citizens brought 
their political attitudes into line with their assessments of the economy and that this 
was particularly true in areas where campaign communications highlighted the state 
of the economy and candidates’ proposals for strengthening it. A similar dynamic 
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has played out in recent Brazilian elections (Porto, 2007; Nunes and Meira, 2012).
Thus there is evidence that candidates can affect the economy’s salience. But we 
do not know how general this phenomenon is and whether these campaign effects 
function in a region where access to media is uneven and where campaigns often 
do not explicitly highlight issues. We also do not know when candidates can shift 
the debate over who is responsible for economic outcomes and, in particular, while 
we know that voters can be persuaded to blame international financial institutions 
(Alcaniz and Hellwig, 2011), we don’t know how politicians might be able to 
systematically shift blame these global actors.

Media actors are also largely missing from the models in this paper and from 
the larger literature on economic voting. Media coverage should affect citizen 
assessments of the economy as voters do not observe the national economy in total 
but instead have to respond to how it is covered in the press if they are going to 
base their opinion on anything beyond their personal experience and local area (e.g. 
Hetherington, 1996; Stevenson and Duch, 2013). Media coverage also should also 
effect the economy’s salience as they choose to cover it or other issues and political 
actors attempt to shape this process as well (e.g. Edwards et al., 1995; Kleinnijenhuis 
and Rietberg, 1995; Kelleher and Wolak, 2006). While we know that media effects 
are large in Latin America (e.g. Lawson and McCann 2004), there are few studies 
that look at how media priming shapes accountability in Latin America and how 
that effect varies across contexts and very little data (that I am aware of) about how 
the media in these countries covers the economy.

Thus as the literature on economic voting continues to evolve in Latin America, we 
will continue to think about these basic steps in the accountability process and how 
they vary across voters and contexts. Yet greater attention can be taken to look at the 
inputs to this process on the political side and also on how the options available to 
voters shapes their ultimate choice between alternatives to the government. 
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