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Abstract
In many countries, the president of the republic is directly elected through popular vote. Most 
such nations have an electoral system that provides for a double-round of voting. Often termed a 
two-round system, such elections have a second turn if no candidate obtains an absolute majority 
in the first round. This article presents an original dataset covering all the presidential and the semi-
presidential regimes (73 countries) that have adopted two-round system along with the results of 
423 elections for both the first and second round and whether the result was determined in the 
first round, whether the plurality winner of the first round was victorious in the second round, 
or whether there was a second round ‘comeback’ – when the runner-up of the first round was 
victorious in the second. A variety of exploratory hypotheses are presented that try to predict the 
likelihood of a second round or a comeback. Few are validated. The presence of an incumbent and 
a qualified method of presidential selection increases the probability of a second round occurring 
while a greater number of candidates and greater electoral volatility make it less likely. We find 
that no variables related to political institutions, presidential resources, or the structure of the 
first round predictive of a second round comeback. We make the dataset public so that future 
scholars can continue this form of investigation.
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Introduction

Most regimes select their president via direct popular vote. Presidential and semi-
presidential regimes account for 106 of 194 regimes in the world. In plurality – that is, 
one-round electoral systems –a candidate can be elected receiving relatively few votes. 
Alternatively, the top two candidates could be very close in vote totals. Some countries 
require a ‘qualified’ simple majority as a mean of avoiding a second round of voting.1 
Yet, among the presidential regimes, 60.4% have adopted a two-round double-ballot 
electoral system (TRS) to select their president while 77.4% do so in semi-presidential 
instances (68.9% for the whole sample) (Table 1, Appendix 1).2 Often a week or a fort-
night later, a second ballot ‘runoff’ is held if no one candidate wins an absolute majority 
on the first round. The latter can be reserved for the top two candidates (majority run-
off) or more than two candidates (majority-plurality) (Martinez Martinez, 2006).3 The 
TRS represents one way to avoid candidates being elected with only a small proportion 
of the popular vote.

The TRS’s runoff is a majority-producing system that requires a candidate to be elected 
by an absolute majority, if not in the first, then, in the second round (Cox, 1997: 65; 
Farrell, 2001: 45).4 In the event that the first-round runner-up wins the runoff (and is thus 
elected); then, we have a situation known as a ‘runoff comeback.5’ The chance of a presi-
dential electoral comeback is linked to voter behaviour, parties’ strategies and alliances, 
and the electoral supply of the given profile of candidates. The possibility of comeback 
would thus require one to analyse the dynamics between the first and the second round; 
such dynamics of TRS merits further exploration (Samuels, 2002: 469, fn 7). This article 
introduces a dataset of two-round presidential elections from 1945 to 2020 and investi-
gates the factors affecting the likelihood of runoffs and comebacks. A few relevant cases, 
among others, employing a two-round presidential6 electoral system are Argentina, 
Brazil, Chile, Colombia, France, Portugal, Poland and Russia. In this article, we analyse 
all direct presidential democratic elections in countries with presidential and semi-presi-
dential regimes that adopted a two-round electoral system (with a 50% threshold or 
lower). The sample includes 73 countries and 423 elections for all the countries adopting 
a TRS. The article presents data on the conditions – both electoral and political – under 
which the likelihood of becoming president increases for the runner-up. Although a vari-
ety of exploratory hypotheses are presented, few are validated. We make the dataset7 
public so that future scholars can continue this form of investigation.

The Two-Round System in Direct Presidential Elections

Two-round systems are more common for the election of a president than for the legisla-
ture (Birch, 2003; Blais et al., 1997). The need for legitimisation (as is inherently attained 
when an overall majority supports the presidential office holder) of a single national chief 
executive is greater than that for one legislator out of hundreds. Data show that the double 
ballot has been adopted in 73 countries, of which 32 have a presidential regime and 41 a 
semi-presidential one. In the latter case, the subtype distinction between presidential and 
premier-presidential regimes (Elgie, 2011; Shugart and Carey, 1992) cases is unbalanced 
in favour of the premier-presidential one (31 vs 10).

From a geographical standpoint, the countries adopting a TRS are distributed as fol-
lows: 27 in Africa (36.9%), 17 in Europe (23.3%), 15 in Latin America (20.5%), 13 in 
Asia (17.8%), and 1 in Oceania.
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The possibility for a second round is not only mechanical, but also has various political 
effects in terms of electoral and political repercussions and the overall openness of political 
competition. As argued (McClintock, 2018a: 3), TRS opens the political arena to newcom-
ers and it lowers barriers to entry into effective competition in presidential elections 
(Carreras, 2012; Carreras, 2014; Carreras, 2017). In addition, through the TRS, the winner 
receives a majority of the electorate increasing the level of legitimisation and decreasing the 
risk of extremist presidents, as ‘the runoff system allows moderate candidates to pursue 
their own platform without being forced to merge and compromise with the neighbouring 
extreme candidates’ (Bordignon et al., 2016: 2349). A TRS subset electoral system, the so-
called ‘double complement rule’ (Shugart and Taagepera, 1994), involves providing two 
distinct ‘ways for a candidate to be elected in the first round: either via surpassing a specific 
threshold (e.g., 50 percent of the valid vote) or by crossing a lower threshold (e.g., 40 per-
cent of the valid vote) while simultaneously besting the first runner-up by a substantial 
margin (e.g., 10 percent of the valid vote)’ (Jones, 1994; Jones, 2018: 287).8

The TRS ‘underscores the problems created when the initial front runner is defeated in 
the second round’ (Pérez-Liñán, 2006: 130). With the adoption of rigid thresholds and the 
subsequent implementation of a runoff election when no candidate receives the required 
number of votes, there is also the ‘possibility of an inversion of the initial outcome, mak-
ing a candidate who finished second (or third) in the first round the new president elect’ 
(Pérez-Liñán, 2006: 131). Presidential electing at the first round (with a plurality or 
majority electoral system), in the second round, or the possibility of a ‘comeback’ each 
has potential consequences as it relates to legitimisation, openness of the competition, 
and role of the incumbent and/or the challenger.

In terms of the independent variables, what is lacking in the literature is how variables 
(namely, the presidential resources) can affect the probability of a (1) second round or (2) 
comeback. From a theoretical point of view, analysing TRS provides evidence on the 
consequences of the potential electoral opportunity for new candidates, the level of elec-
toral legitimisation of the winner, and possibilities for alternation in power.

The electoral results (runoff and comeback) should vary in fact depending on the dif-
ferent guidelines governing TRS as well as on the presidential features and the institu-
tional context. This is the standing knowledge we have on the topic (Shugart, 2007). 
Below, we add another step: an analysis of the whole process, differentiating how and 
why/when we arrive to a runoff occurrence and the cases of a comeback. Both rounds 

Table 1. The Two-Round Electoral System in Presidential Elections in Comparative Perspective 
(1945–2020).

Regime type Total 
(N)

Of which two-round 
system (n)

Two-round 
system (%)

Presidential 53 32 60.4
Semi-Presidential 53 41 77.4
. . . of which  
Presidential-parliamentary 21 10 47.6
Premier-presidential 32 31 96.9
N 106 73  

Source: Authors’ elaboration on Nohlen et al. (1999, 2001), Nohlen and Stover (2010) and Nohlen (2005). 
Minister of Interior and Electoral Committees.
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need to be analysed to determine to what extent the second round is a new ball game, with 
its own theoretical explanations.

Second Rounds and Comebacks

As discussed in the introduction, the causes and the effects of a second round in presiden-
tial elections are important from a theoretical standpoint. Together with a substantial 
comparative gap in the literature, the significance of the study relies on the potential 
destabilizing effect of the plurality electoral system. Going to the second round would 
increase the legitimation and may also open up the race to a wider number of competitors. 
It is important to see whether the TRS is in name only, meaning that there is no real com-
petition and almost always the first-round leader wins, with the system serving to anoint 
plurality winners with greater legitimization. As evidenced below, the typical outcome is 
indeed that the plurality winner from the first round wins the second. So, investigating the 
causes of a runoff or comeback is important to explain when the TRS operates different 
from a plurality election.

The number of comebacks in direct presidential elections, as may occur in presidential 
and semi-presidential regimes, constitute important data for understanding the political 
process in those countries. Nevertheless, the most intriguing aspect to be investigated 
concerns the possible factors producing the comebacks. In this sense, it is possible to 
present a few hypotheses on what exactly contributes to the likelihood of having a second 
round and on the likelihood of an electoral comeback in the presidential runoff.

First, the regime type might play a role in affecting the probability of having a second 
round. Presidential and semi-presidential regimes differ in terms of their institutional 
structure, the role conferred to the president and the perception of his or her capacities by 
the electorate and, in turn, his or her accountability (Cheibub, 2012; Hellwig and Samuels, 
2007). To test the possibility of a second round, we can expect that the incumbent can be 
electorally awarded or sanctioned depending on the role he or she plays in the political 
arena. Therefore, we can assume differences between the presidential and semi-presiden-
tial regimes. Most of the former presidential political activities depend, in large part, on 
the powers conferred to the head of the state (Doyle and Elgie, 2016; Shugart and Carey, 
1992):

H1: Presidential systems are less likely than semi-presidential systems to result in a 
second round, and if they do, are less likely to have a comeback.

Moreover, as discussed above, the TRS can have various structures, for example, a 
threshold fixed at 50% or a so-called ‘qualified’ second round, in which candidates can 
win in the first round if they obtain a certain percentage of votes. It follows that we can 
expect variations in the frequency of electoral comebacks, depending also on the electoral 
system, which exerts mechanical and psychological effects on the parties, voters and 
candidates alike. The public’s electoral behaviour might be conditioned accordingly 
knowing that a certain threshold can ensure a victory for a candidate in the first round and 
might vote strategically to prevent the risk of a second round occurring at all:

H2: The presence of a qualified second round should reduce the likelihood of a second 
round occurring, but have no impact on whether the front runner or runner-up is ulti-
mately victorious.
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The amplitude of the presidential resources can help the incumbent obviate the need 
for a second round. Presidents who are more powerful have been shown to install a greater 
number of non-partisan ministers, affect the level of turnout in presidential and legislative 
elections, create more intra-executive conflict, issue more decrees and vetoes and pro-
duce more unpredictable and unstable cabinets (Elgie, 2016). From a theoretical point of 
view, then, there is reason to suspect that a president could use her powers to reduce the 
likelihood of a second round or a comeback for either herself or a designated successor. 
She or he can use the mass media, dismiss the assembly (in semi-presidential regimes), 
reshuffle the government and veto legislation. The president, possessing stronger political 
power, should benefit from greater resources (Elgie et al., 2014); as a result, she or he so 
being able to avoid the second round and the comeback be re-elected:

H3: The stronger the presidential power, the less the likelihood of a second-round or a 
comeback.

Although many political scientists are opposed to the use of term limits, they do 
increase the ability to remove corrupt leaders who have abused democratic institutions to 
keep themselves in power (or even well-trusted leaders who use that support to keep 
themselves in power unduly). This might produce greater levels of executive instability 
(Shapira, 2022) and lead to fewer outright first-round victories. On the contrary, the pres-
ence of term limits might also produce a set of oligarchic, or immoral, powerholders or 
incentivize leaders to groom potential successors (Shapira, 2022). Thus, one might then 
expect that term limits would induce a current president to use his or her powers to assist 
a designated successor:

H4: The presence of term limits increases the likelihood of a second round, but 
decreases the likelihood of a comeback.

Relatedly, longer terms would also allow presidents more time to use the resources 
afforded to them in either to support their own candidacy or to set things up for a 
successor:

H5: Longer Presidential term lengths would decrease the likelihood of both a second 
round and a comeback.

In addition, the period in which the elections take place can have differential effects on 
the campaign and the result as well (Edwards, 1979; Jones, 2018: 294; Jones West and 
Spoon, 2013; Smith, 2004). In this sense, the fact that the candidate is an incumbent at the 
end of his or her first term should be different from the circumstances of a challenger run-
ning for the first time. Therefore, considering the presidential term has theoretical impor-
tance: the presidential term duration, and the presence and the nature of the presidential 
term limits (Baturo and Elgie, 2019). There are countries in which the president can serve 
only one term (without any possibility of re-election, either immediately or in the future). 
Conversely, countries exist where no limits are placed on consecutive presidential re-
election. An incumbent president may have significant advantages; therefore, ‘whether or 
not a president is eligible to run for re-election can have profound impact on the pattern 
of competition in a presidential race’ (Jones, 2018: 288). All these data represent the insti-
tutional and political structure of possibilities that the candidates – especially the 
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incumbent– encounter when facing the electoral race. Incumbency furnishes many 
resources (visibility, use of governmental resources, etc.) to the candidate both in the first 
round and in the case of runoff to avoid a defeat, a comeback:

H6: The presence of the incumbent running for re-election would decrease the chance 
of a runoff and comeback.

The level of electoral volatility – although measured for the legislative elections – 
might serve as an indicator of the likelihood voters will switch their choice of candidate, 
thus changing opinion between the first and second rounds. The openness of the electoral 
behaviour ‘market’ and the voters’ propensity to change their minds can increase the like-
lihood of a second round, as no one candidate would consistently have a steady share of 
voter support. Along the same lines, the runoff might generate a comeback if even a small 
portion of the electorate decides to switch their vote. We need to consider the electoral 
data and the ratio of the two-round electoral system in terms of voters’ ‘rational’ choice:

H7: The greater the electoral volatility, the higher the likelihood of a second round and 
with that a comeback.

As argued by Cox (1997: 123), the nature of the electoral system affects the number of 
potential winners: in TRS, this number is equal to 3 = (M + 1), as only the top two candi-
dates pass to a runoff. According to the strategic voting theory (Cox, 1997: 137), in TRS 
voters should be psychologically conditioned to concentrate their votes on three candi-
dates in the first round, as two candidates are able to reach the second ballot. If voters 
concentrate their votes on only two candidates, however, a second round might not be 
needed:

H8: The greater the number of candidates, the higher the likelihood of a second round 
and with that a comeback.

Method

The present study is based on an original dataset that covers all popularly elected presi-
dential offices in both presidential and semi-presidential regimes since 1945 till March 
2020. We have 423 elections and 73 countries in all regions of the world.9 In TRS elec-
toral systems, it is possible to have a second round; in the latter case, the winner can be 
the candidate who placed second in the first round. Voters can change their minds between 
the two rounds (either by supporting another candidate or by voting for a candidate whose 
is ideologically similar to their first choice), thereby generating the so-called ‘runoff 
comeback’. The dependent variable is categorical, measuring whether an election is won 
in the first round, whether the election is won in the second round by the first-round win-
ner or whether there is a second round runoff comeback.

Given the nature of our dependent and independent variables, we have adopted a 
sequential logistic regression (SLR).10 SLR takes the temporal aspect into account as vot-
ers select a presidential candidate conditional upon the first-round results. This technique 
assumes that one can be ‘at risk’ of passing a ‘transition’ only if one has passed, or ‘sur-
vived’, previous transitions (Buis, 2017; Fullerton, 2009). In our case, this means that a 
voter can only be ‘at risk’ of voting for the runner-up once she or he has passed the 
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‘transition’ of not attaining a presidential victory in the first round.11 Results can be inter-
preted as estimating the likelihood of each category of the dependent variable.

Of course, similar statistical results can be attained by running separate logistic regres-
sions on each choice set on the appropriate subsample (Mare, 1981). However, the 
sequential logistic model has the added benefit that it can estimate varying effects of vari-
ables across multiple stages (Albert and Chib, 2001; Fullerton, 2009),12 and thus allows 
us to analyse both rounds at once. In sum, SLR allows for an analysis of both the effect 
of a variable on each transition, first round and second round, and the effect on the final 
outcome: the president elected (Buis, 2017). The SLR makes it easier to test hypotheses 
across transitions, since the entire model is estimated simultaneously.

We operationalize the variables in the following way:

Data Analysis

In most of the cases included in this research (57.2%), the president was elected in the 
first round; in the remaining 42.8%, the election was decided in the runoff (Table 2).

The data indicate the presence of important geographical differences across countries 
adopting a TRS for their presidential elections. All regions except Europe show values 
well above 50% of cases in which the presidential race was decided in the first round. 
Overwhelming majorities of cases are present in Asia (84.7%) and in Africa (69.4%). In 
Latin America, the number of presidents elected at the first round exceeds half the total 
elections (52.8%); the same is found in Oceania (55.6%). In contrast, in Europe, the num-
ber of heads of state elected in the first round is significantly less than 50% (31.3%).

If we consider the regime type, the differences are less salient: both presidentialism 
and semi-presidentialism register about 40% (44.4% and 41.5%, respectively) of elec-
tions decided by runoff.15

These considerations become crucial when analysing runoff elections. In the latter 
cases, that is, when the president was decided in the second round, the vast majority com-
prised candidates who placed at the top in the first round. Nonetheless, the analysis of all 
presidential direct elections using a two-round electoral system suggests that electoral 
comebacks, overall, are quite relevant. About 30% of all second-round competitions in 
presidential and semi-presidential regimes result in the runner-up winning. Fifty-three of 
the 181 second-round elections saw the ‘surprising’ electoral comeback of the candidates 
who placed second in the first round. It is worth noting that a significant percentage of all 
the runoffs in semi-presidential and presidential regimes are won by the candidate who 
finished second in the first round. Comebacks at the presidential elections were reported 

H1 (Presidentialism) 0 = Semi-Presidentialism; 1 = Presidentialism
H2 (Electoral System) 1 = TRS; 2 = Qualified TRS
H3 (Presidential Power) 0 – 1 standardized scale (Doyle and Elgie, 201413)
H4 (Term limit) 0 = none; 1 = term limit present
H5 (Term length) Length of presidential term (measured in years)
H6 (Incumbent re-candidate) 0 = not incumbent; 1 = Incumbent re-candidate
H7 (Electoral volatility) (Pedersen, 1979)
H8 (Number of Presidential 
Candidates)

effective number of presidential candidates (Jones, 2018)14

TRS: two-round system.
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in 34 of 73 countries included in the research. Despite representing a significant percent-
age (29.3%)16 of total runoffs, one finds that amounts vary across regions.17

It is important to note differences and similarities within the sample of total come-
backs. From a regime type perspective, the data show that there is no important difference 
between presidential and semi-presidential cases. In fact, the former register 50.9% of all 
comebacks while the semi-presidential countries represent the remaining 49.1%18. In syn-
thesis, data show that in all the presidential elections analysed, the majority has been 
decided in the first round. In almost one-third of the total, the front runner won in the 
runoff, and in about 12% of all two-round presidential elections, a comeback has decided 
the electoral outcome (Figure 1(a) and (b)).

Figure 2 displays all the 53 comebacks. The Y axis reports the front runner percentages 
of votes at the first round, while the X axis indicates the value for the runner-up. The most 
striking cases is France 1995 (bottom left), when the top two candidates collected the 
lowest percentage of votes (44.1%). At the other corner (top right), we find Zimbabwe 
(2008), where the top two candidates received 91.1%, and Ghana (2008) (97%).

In all but one case, the difference between the top two candidates in the first round was 
less than 20 points, meaning that is far from the diagonal that indicates a closer pattern of 
the two top candidates.19 There also were candidates who lost the runoff, having failed to 
win in the first round by less than 1%.20 Furthermore, the sum of the votes for the top two 
candidates at the first round, on average, was equal to 64%. In few striking cases (13 
of 53) of runoff comebacks, the front runner in the first round was relatively close to 50%. 
Also highlighted is the Portuguese election in 1986. This exemplifies a ‘runoff come-
back’: the first round runner-up, Mário Soares, received just less than 26% of the votes in 
the first round, but went on to win the second round (and become President) with 51% of 
the vote in the second round.

We decided to run separate models for institutional and electoral variables because the 
first refers to ‘fixed’ –constitutional – factors, while the second elements relate to the 
dynamics of the political system. All model results are presented in Table 3.

The first model includes the variables related to the institutional regime. As compared 
with semi-presidential regimes, presidential regimes are more likely to head to a second 
round and when they do, are more likely to result in a comeback. However, the p-values 
are not significant in these models. The second variable to analyse would be the electoral 
system. Here, we find that those having a ‘qualified’ second-round indeed are less likely 
to result in the need for a second round. Also as expected in H2, there is no effect of the 
electoral system of which candidate is the ultimate winner.

Moving to presidential resources, model 2 includes the presidential term (length and 
limits), the presidential power as a factor potentially able to affect the likelihood of 

Table 2. Presidential Elections by Electoral Round in Comparative Perspective (%)  
(1945–2020).

Presidential election Europe Latin America Africa Asia Oceania Total

First round 31.3 52.8 69.4 84.7 55.6 57.2
Second round 68.7 47.2 30.6 15.3 44.4 42.8
Total (N) 100 (115) 100 (106) 100 (121) 100 (72) 100 (9) 100 (423)

Source: Authors’ elaboration on Nohlen et al. (1999, 2001), Nohlen (2005) and Nohlen and Stover (2010). 
Minister of Interior and Electoral Committees.
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having a runoff and the presence of an incumbent running for re-election. Along the 
same lines, the role of the incumbent is very important. We have measured the impact 
of the incumbent running for re-election and, if so, it is less likely that a second round 
will be needed. The coefficient for presidential power is negative, meaning that an 
increase in this dimension reduces the probability of a second round, although not at 
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Figure 1. (a) The Comebacks in Presidential Elections (% of Elections That Have a Runoff) 
(1945–2020). (b) Distribution of the Electoral Comebacks in Presidential and Semi-Presidential 
Regimes (% All Runoff) (1945–2020).
Source: Authors’ elaboration on Nohlen et al. (1999, 2001), Nohlen (2005) and Nohlen and Stover (2010). 
Minister of Interior and Electoral Committees (N = 181).
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standard levels of significance. Term limits have no notable role in impacting the prob-
ability of a presidential second round or reducing the likelihood of a comeback. The 
term length variable also does not have a notable role in impacting the probability of a 
presidential second round or reducing the likelihood of a comeback. None of the presi-
dential resources impacts which candidate is more likely to be victorious in the second 
round.

From a descriptive point of view, it is important to underscore that the number of 
incumbent presidents running for re-election was 156 (36.9% of the total), of which 102 
candidates won. The more interesting data are that, among these latter politicians, the 
vast majority (88) were re-elected in the first-round and only 14 after a runoff. Finally, 
only two of these 14 were confirmed as heads of the state who got their second term in 
a runoff comeback (Austria 1951 and Cyprus 1998). Conversely, among the remaining 
54 incumbent presidents who ran for re-election, 33 failed in the first round while 21 
were defeated in the runoff. Of the latter, seven faced electoral defeat in a runoff come-
back (Argentina 2015; Palau 1992; Poland 2005; Senegal 2000 and 2012, Serbia 2004, 
and Zimbabwe 2008). Therefore, these data indirectly confirm that the comeback is 
mainly a ‘prerogative’ – or better – an opportunity for challengers and newcomers rather 
than for incumbents.

Model 3 includes political variables linked to the electoral structure in the first round. 
The variables are the effective number of candidates and the electoral volatility. The vola-
tility variable was only available for 85 cases. In these cases, the electoral regime had 
perfect prediction of not having a second round and so the coefficient is removed from 
the analysis. The data clearly indicate that, when a presidential race has many candidates 
in the first round, the likelihood of electing the president in the runoff increases consider-
ably. Related to the electoral supply in the first round, we have measured the impact of 

Figure 2. The Electoral Structure of First Round for Presidential Comebacks in Presidential 
and Semi-Presidential Regimes (1945–2020) (%).
Source: Authors’ elaboration on Nohlen et al. (1999, 2001), Nohlen (2005) and Nohlen and Stover (2010). 
Minister of Interior and Electoral Committees.
Note: North Macedonia (2014) and Bulgaria (2006) represent outliers as the front runners in the first round 
show percentages above the 50% threshold. They are excluded from the figure because (1) in Bulgaria, the 
electoral law requires a turnout of 50% for a president to be elected in the first round; (2) in North Mace-
donia, the winner must obtain 50% of all registered voters.



Passarelli and Bergman 11

T
ab

le
 3

. 
Se

qu
en

tia
l L

og
it 

Es
tim

at
io

n 
of

 P
re

si
de

nt
ia

l E
le

ct
io

n 
R

es
ul

ts
 in

 P
re

si
de

nt
ia

l a
nd

 S
em

i-P
re

si
de

nt
ia

l. 
D

ir
ec

t 
Pr

es
id

en
tia

l E
le

ct
io

ns
 1

94
5–

20
20

.

M
od

el
 1

M
od

el
 2

M
od

el
 3

M
od

el
 4

 
Se

co
nd

 
ro

un
d

C
om

eb
ac

k
Se

co
nd

 
ro

un
d

C
om

eb
ac

k
Se

co
nd

 
ro

un
d

C
om

eb
ac

k
Se

co
nd

 
ro

un
d

C
om

eb
ac

k

In
st

itu
tio

na
l r

eg
im

e
 

Pr
es

id
en

tia
l

0.
33

0.
14

0.
36

0.
10

–1
.3

6
0.

36
–4

.7
1

–1
.7

8
 

(0
.3

2)
(0

.4
3)

(0
.4

8)
(0

.8
6)

(0
.8

8)
(0

.5
4)

(0
.0

7)
(0

.4
1)

 
 El

ec
to

ra
l S

ys
te

m
: 

Q
ua

lif
ie

d
–1

.3
3*

*
(0

.0
1)

–0
.1

0
(0

.9
2)

–1
.7

9*
*

(0
.0

1)
0.

42
(0

.6
5)

 

Pr
es

id
en

tia
l r

es
ou

rc
es

 
Pr

es
id

en
tia

l p
ow

er
–1

.0
8

0.
10

12
.8

7
5.

53
 

(0
.3

8)
(0

.9
6)

(0
.0

9)
(0

.2
2)

 
Pr

es
id

en
tia

l t
er

m
 li

m
it

0.
03

0.
37

 
 

(0
.9

6)
(0

.4
4)

 
 

Pr
es

id
en

tia
l t

er
m

 le
ng

th
–0

.2
0

0.
58

1.
94

0.
24

 
(0

.4
9)

(0
.1

7)
(0

.4
2)

(0
.6

3)
 

In
cu

m
be

nt
 r

e-
ca

nd
id

at
e

–1
.3

7*
**

–0
.4

6
–0

.0
5

–0
.3

6
 

(0
.0

0)
(0

.3
9)

(0
.9

6)
(0

.7
4)

El
ec

to
ra

l s
tr

uc
tu

re
: F

ir
st

 r
ou

nd
 

El
ec

to
ra

l v
ol

at
ili

ty
0.

14
**

*
–0

.0
4

0.
21

–0
.0

2
 

(0
.0

0)
(0

.0
8)

(0
.0

7)
(0

.5
2)

 
 Ef

fe
ct

iv
e 

nu
m

be
r 

of
 

pr
es

id
en

tia
l c

an
di

da
te

s
4.

74
*

(0
.0

4)
0.

06
(0

.3
2)

4.
55

*
(0

.0
4)

0.
07

(0
.4

8)
C

on
st

an
t

–.
99

–1
.0

6
3.

32
–4

.3
3

–2
1.

33
*

–0
.4

5
–3

4.
26

*
–3

.0
0

 
(0

.0
7)

(0
.2

2)
(0

.0
7)

(0
.1

4)
(0

.0
3)

(0
.5

5)
(0

.0
2)

(0
.3

8)
W

al
d 
χ2

7.
79

42
.4

7
51

.7
8

76
.4

8
N

o.
 o

f o
bs

er
va

tio
ns

42
3

31
8

85
73

So
ur

ce
: A

ut
ho

rs
’ e

la
bo

ra
tio

n.
N

ot
e:

 In
 p

ar
en

th
es

es
 is

 p
re

se
nt

ed
 t

he
 p

 <
 |z

|.
p 
<

 0
.0

5*
. p

 <
 0

.0
1*

*.
 p

 <
 0

.0
01

**
*.



12 Political Studies Review 00(0)

electoral volatility of legislative elections21 (Casal Bértoa, 2020; Emanuele et al., 2020). 
This variable indicates the voters’ tendency to change their electoral behaviour. The data 
indicate that volatility has a positive impact on the probability of a second round, signal-
ling the tendency that when voters are more likely to switch their votes, so do is it likely 
that no candidate will receive the necessary number of votes in the first round of a presi-
dential election to prevent the necessity of a second round.

Model 4 is a pooled model, including all the variables and dimensions taken under 
investigation. Due to the reduced number of observations, term limit now also is a perfect 
predictor and is removed from analysis. According to the statistical significance, the 
effective number of presidential candidates is a positive predictor associated with the 
likelihood of a second round. In this pooled model, like in the base models, we find that 
nothing is a predictor of a second-round comeback.

Discussion

In many direct presidential elections, the electoral system states that in cases where no 
candidates reach a given quota of votes (usually 50%), a second round is scheduled. The 
data presented in this research indicate that a significant number of all the presidential 
elections in presidential and semi-presidential regimes end with a runoff comeback. The 
29% represents important information never collected and analysed in the past in a com-
parative perspective. Table 4 summarizes our empirical findings.

Although there are no relevant differences between presidential and semi-presidential 
regimes, relevant variations arise when considering region. In fact, even if Europe repre-
sents the only case where the regime type matters in terms of comebacks, the data must 
be analysed in light of the overwhelming spread of semi-presidential regimes among 
European countries – despite the unique case of the presidential regime. The data confirm 
the relevance of the electoral formula (Shugart, 2005) but not the impact of the presiden-
tial power (Doyle and Elgie, 2016). Besides the electoral system, the variables that most 
influence the likelihood of a runoff are the effective number of candidates in the first 
round and the incumbency status. In the case of the runoff comeback, we have no evi-
dence that supports any of our presented hypotheses.

We suggest the addition of contextual factors as a fruitful avenue for future research. 
Polarization of political competition and voting behaviour trends at country/region level 
might also affect the likelihood of comebacks. Furthermore, the candidates who drop out 
after the first round should also play a role in whether a comeback is possible. Should an 
ideological neighbour to a challenger drop out, for example, that should increase the like-
lihood of a comeback. While we did find incumbency to be an advantage, this study did 
not account for the performance of the incumbent while in office. Economic indicators 
may also be found to affect the likelihood of second round or comebacks. Slowing gross 
domestic product (GDP) growth may, for example, increase the likelihood of an incum-
bent’s defeat at a comeback.

Another possible factor influencing the electoral outcome of the second round is the 
presence of cohabitation/divided government (Elgie, 2001; Shugart, 1995), that is, the 
incumbent (president or his or her party) (Passarelli, 2020) is facing a situation in which 
the legislature is controlled by the opposition (one or both chambers, depending on the 
structure of the parliament). The analysis above did not include any partisanship-related 
variables. The different political support for the president and the legislature may influ-
ence the role of the president, so we can hypothesize that the president under divided 
government rule can be negatively affected in electoral terms (Shugart, 1995: 328–330).
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This study used an aggregate measure of the presidential power. There might be spe-
cific aspects of presidential power worth considering, for example, the power to veto 
legislation or issue decrees. Presidential power might also be best examined in a more 
qualitative framework, as de jure power might not be the same as how it is used in prac-
tice. For example, although institutionally weaker, Hungarian presidents are stronger than 
Irish ones (Tavits, 2009). Although the Doyle and Elgie’s (2016) measure is strong on 
reliability, it might be weak on other aspects of measurement validity that qualitative 
studies draw their strength from.

The findings herein have an important theoretical impact on the effects of institutions, 
electoral dynamics, and candidates’ behaviour: in the presence of a TRS electoral system, 
the chance of having a runoff decreases when the electoral competition is clear and 
reduced and the incumbent is seeking another term. Counter to our motivation, none of 
regime characteristics, presidential resources, nor the structure of the first round could 
predict the incidence of a comeback.
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Notes
 1. This is the case, among others, of Costa Rica; here, the law requires a candidate receiving more than 

40% to be elected president; if not, a second round of voting must be held. There are various adaptations 
to a straight majority runoff and majority/plurality rules. For example, in Sierra Leone, a runoff is only 
avoided if one candidate obtains 55% of the vote in the first round. In Argentina, a successful candidate 
must receive 45% or 40% plus a margin of more than 10 percentage points over the second-place candi-
date. A similar 40% threshold with a 10-percentage points margin exists in Ecuador (McClintock, 2018a, 
2018b; Negretto, 2006; Remmer, 2008; Reynolds et al., 2005; Shugart, 2007). Moreover, there are coun-
tries that impose additional requirements for a fixed electoral threshold: due to ethnic and geographical 

Table 4. Summary of Findings.

Hypothesis Finding

H1 (Presidentialism) No difference between Presidentialism and Semi-
Presidentialism

H2 (Electoral System) Qualified systems less likely to have a run-off; no impact on 
comeback

H3 (Presidential Power) No impact of standardized presidential power scale (Doyle 
and Elgie, 2014)

H4 (Term limit) No impact of term limit
H5 (Term length) No impact of term length
H6 (Incumbent re-candidate) Decreases likelihood of a run-off; no impact on comeback
H7 (Electoral volatility) Increases likelihood of a run-off; no impact on comeback
H8 (Number of Presidential 
Candidates)

Increases likelihood of a run-off; no impact on comeback 
(Jones, 2018)

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3300-0790
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cleavages, they require candidates to win a minimal amount of support across the country’s subnational 
units to ultimately win in the first round. The President of Nigeria is elected using a modified two-round 
system (TRS): to be elected in the first round, a candidate must receive a majority of the vote and over 
25% of the vote in at least 24 of its 36 states. In Kenya, a presidential candidate must both win more than 
50% of the vote nationwide and win at least 25% in a majority of the country’s 47 counties.

 2. The difference between the semi-presidential sub-types is relevant: premier-presidential (96.9%) vs presi-
dent-parliamentary (47.6%). A long-standing debate among scholars has been how exactly to define two-
round electoral systems (see Jones, 1995; McClintock, 2018a: 16; Mainwaring and Shugart, 1997; Shugart 
and Carey, 1992), based on the threshold established to avoid a runoff. We do believe that any electoral 
system in which there is the possibility of a second round has to be labelled as TRS/runoff, adding ‘quali-
fied’ when the threshold for the victory at the first round is below 50%.

 3. A number of countries also have minimum turnout rates for their presidential elections (typically 50%, as 
in the case in Russia and many of the former Soviet republics and Serbia). This is an additional mechanism 
that can ensure the legitimacy of the result. In fact, such a provision is based on the principle of conferring 
to the elected candidate – at the least – the majority of votes. This minimizes the risk of delegitimisation, 
as may occur with leaders elected with less than 50% of votes (or even with smaller voter ‘minorities’).

 4. Generally, the overall majority is calculated as the share of the valid votes. However, other denominators 
can be adopted, such as valid votes plus blank (e.g. Colombia) and/or spoiled votes, or even the registered 
votes (e.g. Romania) (Jones, 2018: 286). In two cases, Comoros and Bolivia (1980–1994), at least to our 
knowledge, there was an open second round to which were allowed the top three candidates. In Togo, 
constitutional amendments approved in May 2019 changed the electoral system for the presidency to the 
TRS, replacing the previous first-past-the-post system.

 5. In some cases, also named as ‘reversal’; there are several terms to indicate this phenomenon; here, we 
use Shugart’s terminology as indicated in one of his articles on the topic (Shugart, 2007) and on his blog: 
https://fruitsandvotes.wordpress.com/.

 6. Although the TRS is more diffused in presidential elections, it also worth mentioning the countries that 
adopt the TRS electoral system for legislative elections: Bahrain, Comoros, Republic of the Congo, Cuba, 
France, Gabon, Haiti, Mali and Uzbekistan.

 7. The dataset does not include indirect presidential elections, such as the electoral colleges of the United 
States and formerly Argentina. Hybrid direct/indirect election methods, such as those used in Bolivia and 
Chile (where a popular majority is decisive, but in the absence of a majority, the selection was made by 
congress) (Shugart, 2007), are also omitted. Regimes are classified according to Freedom House.

 8. Behind this proposal is the attempt to minimize the fragmentation stemming from majority runoff systems 
and to avoid the election of candidate with only a relatively small share of the popular vote. Notable cases 
are Argentina, Bolivia (since 2005), Ecuador and Nicaragua. The fourth category combines aspects of both 
direct and indirect elections. In these cases, if a candidate does not receive the overall majority in the first 
round, the president is chosen in a joint session of the bicameral legislature from among the top two (Chile, 
1945–1973) or three (Bolivia, 1985–2009) (Jones, 1995: 8). Another category includes systems in which 
voters cast their preference for member of an electoral college, who in turn select the president (Argentina, 
1983–1995) and the United States. There is a fifth category in which the president is elected by majority-
plurality: to our knowledge, there is only the Weimar German semi-presidential case (1919–1933).

 9. Elections that were deemed not free or fair were not included. Data have collected by the authors from the 
national electoral Committees and the Ministers of the Interior.

10. An alternative method would be using Heckman selection models. Implementing these here, however, 
would result in a focus on the result of the second round. Our interest here also includes whether the sec-
ond round even occurs, so the sequential method is chosen to get logit coefficients for each round.

11. Bergman (2021) has tested the voters’ behaviour of selecting a party once she or he has passed the ‘transi-
tion’ of selecting which coalition to vote for in the Italian general elections.

12. The SEQLOGIT package in STATA allows for such decomposition and recombination of a variable’s 
effect on categorical dependent variables following (Buis, 2017) suggested coding schema.

13. As ‘constitutional powers are the most important aspects of the opportunity structure’ (Tavits, 2009: 52), 
Doyle and Elgie (2016) combine 28 measures of presidential power, strength, authority, and so on that 
measure such constitutional powers (e.g. over budgeting or checks on the executive) into a single meas-
ure available yearly and cross-nationally. Previous measures are mean normalized and then subjected to 
principal component analysis to reduce the impact of idiosyncratic measures. Existing power variables 
are weighted by their rotated component scores and the final measures are normalized to generate a range 
from 0 to 1.

https://fruitsandvotes.wordpress.com/
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14. Calculated as ‘1’ divided by the sum of the square of each candidate’s proportion of all votes, see Laakso 
and Taagepera (1979). According to Jones (1999), based on Cox (1997), the use of the plurality formula 
tends to encourage two-candidate competition in presidential races, while the majority runoff formula 
tends to encourage multi-candidate competition (Jones, 2018: 288).

15. Although the weight of the runoff for each election sample per regime type is variable (from 19.8% in 
presidential cases to 22.9% in semi-presidential regimes), it is, in fact, more relevant and logical to meas-
ure the incidence of the second-round elections in each category. The number of regime types per region 
can, in fact, have been affected by the diffusion of the particular form of government in each geographical 
area. Nevertheless, from a mere descriptive standpoint, it is worth mentioning that approximately three-
quarters of the semi-presidential contexts of runoff elections were based in Europe (75.3%); less than 20% 
were in Africa and the rest in other regions. Conversely, about 60% of the second round in presidential 
cases came from Latin American countries, 21% from Africa, 7% from Europe, 8% African countries and 
only around 5% from Oceania.

16. Representing 12.5% of all presidential elections considered in this research.
17. From about one-quarter in Latin America (24%), and 21.6% of cases in Africa, to about one-third in 

Europe (31.6%). In Asia (54%) and Oceania (50%), a full half of runoff elections have been concluded 
with a comeback.

18. Furthermore, in terms of the semi-presidential sub-types, that is, presidential-parliamentary (23.1%) and 
premier-presidential (76.9%), the data show a substantial difference in percentage. Conversely, if one 
considers the regional location of the countries included in the research, significant differences emerge in 
all cases. In fact, Europe accounts for most of the sample, with 44.3% of all comebacks (of which 87% 
are premier-presidential and 13% in presidential-parliamentary). Furthermore, the huge gap between the 
presidential and semi-presidential European data is that there is only one presidential regime – Cyprus. 
This country, then, accounts for all the comebacks of that category. Latin America shows the opposite 
trend. The Cono Sur countries represent 29.5% of the total comeback but have a predominant (or bet-
ter stated, quasi-total) presence among the presidential cases. There is also a geographical bias in that 
no semi-presidential regime exists in the region (except for Haiti, which also shows the only comeback 
registered in Latin America). The third place is occupied by Africa where electoral comebacks represent 
one-sixth of the total (15.1%), with a two-to-one balance between presidential regimes (9.4%) and those 
that are semi-presidential (5.7%). Asia reflects the same dynamics, totalling 11.3%, while Oceania occu-
pies the last place with only 3.8% of cases (two electoral comebacks). The fact that Europe shows both 
more runoffs and comebacks paves the way for intellectual speculation about the level of democracy, the 
competitiveness of the presidential elections and the number of presidential candidates.

19. 2.4 percentage points for countries adopting ‘qualified’ runoff (Argentina, Costa Rica and Ecuador as the 
only three cases of runoff comebacks).

20. About 49.13% in Ghana in 2008. Conversely, two notable cases of candidates who did not win in the first 
round by only a handful of votes are Croatia 2005: 49.77% for the front runner and Dominican Republic 
2000: 49.86% for the front runner.

21. Data for volatility in the legislative elections are reported considering these events with the following 
priorities in mind: (1) the same year as the presidential elections; (2) the legislative elections closer to 
the presidential elections; and (3) the last elections held before the presidential elections, as the Effective 
Number of Parties and the electoral supply affect the number of presidential candidates (Jones West and 
Spoon, 2013).
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Appendix 1. Summary Statistics.

Front runner electoral increase between first and second round (Delta)

Variable N Mean p50 SD Min Max

First round 128 19.1 17.2 12.3 0.0 66.5
Comeback 53 7.5 8.5 9.2 –38.0 24.0
N 181  

Runner up electoral increase between first and second round (Delta)

Variable N Mean p50 SD Min Max

First round 128 11.1 12.9 10.6 –33.2 29.7
Comeback 53 25.4 25.7 11.0 0.0 47.3
N 181  

SD: standard deviation.
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