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Term Limits – Should They Be Adopted More Widely OR Abolished? 
 

Abstract 
 
At present, the only significant position in any of the three branches of 

United States government with a term limit is that of the US president – a 
maximum of two 4-year terms.  There is a widespread belief and movement to 
introduce terms limits to other positions at federal, state, and city levels of 
government, ostensibly to improve governance.  This paper examines pros and 
cons of term limits and concludes that governance is likely to improve if term limit 
on the US presidency is removed and the movement to expand term limits to 
other positions is abolished.  Instead, the paper suggests, other safeguards and 
procedures can and should be introduced to achieve improvement in 
governance at all levels.  

 
   ___________________________ 
  
When the US Constitution was adopted in 1787, it did not include a term 

limit for the US presidency (or any other position for that matter).  However, as first 
president, George Washington set a precedent of not seeking more than two 
terms as president - a tradition that was respected faithfully (with some help from 
serendipity) until Franklin Roosevelt.  After Roosevelt’s passing in office during his 
4th term as president, term limit of two 4-year terms for the US president was 
ratified as the 22nd amendment to the US Constitution in 1951.  
 
 
Arguments For and Against Term Limits 
 

A key argument made in favor of term limits is based on the desire to 
avoid “career politicians” and to bring in “fresh blood”.  It is presumed that 
greater experience of so-called “career politician” as an incumbent is not nearly 
as valuable as freshness and energy “fresh blood” might bring to the position. 

 
Additional argument often heard suggests that term limits may even be 

indicative of a higher form of democracy as it presumably increases 
participation of more people in governance.   

 
Clearly, the motivation behind supporters of term limits is noble.  Better 

governance, is and should be a high priority goal for any democracy.   
 
In our opinion, however, better governance is best achieved through 

application of meritocracy and not through imposition of any artificial and pre-
determined time limits.   A bad leader doesn’t become bad at a certain age or 
after a certain, pre-determined time period in office.  Imposition of term limits is 
no guarantee against an incompetent or an inappropriate leader being elected 
in the first place.  On the other hand, term limits can and do curtail a person from 
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serving beyond the specified term limit regardless of how capable and 
appropriate the person might be or even how much the people being governed 
might favor his or her service in the role. 

 
Another, equally significant downside of term limits is how it can, 

potentially, change behavior in office.  It is safe to assume that most incumbents 
desiring to be re-elected are likely to favor actions that will increase the 
likelihood of their re-election.  One might argue that this makes the process self-
correcting in a sense that it guides leaders in positions of power towards actions 
that will likely be favored by the majority of their constituents. 

 
At first glance, one might be inclined to believe that a term-limited US 

president in his/her second term may feel more emboldened to take harder 
decisions since pandering to the constituents is not likely to be a consideration 
for a term-limited president.  We don’t think the answer is that simple.  No 
president wants to go out as an unpopular president.  It is also reasonable to 
assume that all presidents care and want to manage their “legacy” and “public 
opinion”.  More significantly, one may argue that while they themselves are 
unable to seek re-election beyond their second term, their successor from their 
own party would rather ride the coat tails of a popular president than have to 
suffer and potentially pay the price for his/her predecessor’s unpopularity.  In 
short, term limit does not embolden a president to take hard decisions even in 
his/her second term. 

 
Lastly, in our view, because a president can serve for no more than 8 

years in office, no president has any incentive to take on issues that have positive 
payouts well beyond their 8 years in office.  While not having term limits for the US 
president is no guarantee against short-termism and pandering to the 
constituents for re-election, having a term limit takes away any motivation for 
even the strongest of leaders to take bold steps in tackling big, long-term issues 
facing the United States today. 

 
In our opinion, this is one of the main reasons why no president has shown 

any serious interest in tackling the big issues related to Medicare and Social 
Security.  Potential and serious problems with both of these have been well 
known for quite some time.  No president has had any incentive to address these 
issues because almost any sustainable solution to these huge problems is likely to 
dispense “pain” to the citizens during most of their 8-year presidency and any 
potential future “gain” worthy of praise and accolades will likely become visible 
and appreciated only much after their presidency is long over.  No one can be 
expected to purposefully desire to live as an unloved ex-president.  
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A Better, More Democratic Solution 

 
In our view, a better solution is to adopt a system that many other 

democracies around the world have in place for ensuring leaders serve only 
while they enjoy the support of their citizens BUT are allowed to serve for as long 
as they enjoy the support of their citizens. 

 
Take United Kingdom, for example.  Disregarding the fact that it is a 

parliamentary system with a prime minister as head of government, it is a 
comparable democracy with a couple of crucial differences from the United 
States.  In the UK, prime ministers (and their governments) are elected for 5-year 
terms with no limit on how many terms a prime minister may serve.  And, equally 
importantly, the prime minister and his/her government can be forced out of 
power any time before their formal term is over by successful passage of a 
“motion of no confidence”.   

 
In the US, impeachment of a US president is the closest analog to “motion 

of no confidence” in the UK.  When we compare how often these two have 
been used in their respective settings, it becomes very obvious that 
impeachment is extremely rare in the US, whereas “motions of no confidence” 
are much more common in the UK.  In fact, in the entire 230+ year of US history, 
only 2 presidents – Andrew Johnson and Bill Clinton - have been impeached.  
Neither of these two impeachment proceedings was successful in removing 
them from office.  On the other hand, in virtually the same period of 
approximately 230 years, twenty British prime ministers have been successfully 
removed from office with successful “motions of no-confidence”. 

 
If we look at the state governors, the statistics are even more telling.  

According to the Eagleton Institute of Politics at Rutgers University, 19 states in the 
US allow recall of their governors.  In all these years, only 3 attempts have been 
made to recall a governor - Lynn Frazier on North Dakota in 1921 (successful); 
Gray Davis of California in 2003 (successful); and Scott Walker of Wisconsin in 
2012 (failed).  It goes to show that in spite of the rough-and-tumble politics that 
typically lead up to an election, it is rather rare for an elected leader to be 
removed from office during his or her term.   

 
In our view, governance in the US will improve if it were to adopt both of 

the following recommendations: 
 
1. Abolish term limits 
2. Simplify (to a reasonable level) process and procedures for recall of all 

elected officials 
 

If this were to happen, the US will not only benefit from the leadership of 
strong and capable individuals for as long as they enjoy the confidence of their 
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electors, it will also be able to remove incompetent or disliked leaders without 
having to wait for their term to expire.  With this modified system, elections would 
likely happen on a schedule that is less predictable and with much shorter 
notice, giving the fringe benefit of reducing the insanely gross amount of time 
and money that typically gets spent during a conventional presidential election 
cycle today.  

 
In short, the United States will become a stronger and more active 

democracy. 
 

 


