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Innovative but feeble: civil society and political financing accountability in Uruguay 

Abstract 

This article examines the impact of civic action on enhancing accountability and 

combating corruption in political financing in full democracies, focusing on two civil 

society initiatives in Uruguay. The initiatives aimed to digitise and map information on 

funding received by political parties and politicians in the 2009 and 2014 elections, 

presenting their findings through interactive online platforms. The paper engages 

theoretically with the literature on the dimensions of accountability and contributes to 

understanding the challenges faced by civil society organisations in promoting political 

financing accountability even in full democracies, a topic largely understudied. 

Findings highlight concerns beyond electoral authorities’ well-known resource 

constraints in detecting illicit political donations and spending in Uruguay. The paper 

shows that transparency is not enough to reduce corruption. We argue that for political 

finance accountability to be effective, it must encompass bottom-up, horizontal, and 

diagonal dimensions. The analysis suggests the need for complementary measures, 

such as digital solutions for reporting and disclosing political finance information, 

along with active horizontal and bottom-up oversight mechanisms. The article draws on 

qualitative analysis based on documentary research and 19 interviews with activists, 

academics, journalists, developers of the initiatives, and public officials involved in 

political finance regulation. 

Keywords: accountability; civil society; corruption; political financing; transparency; outcomes 

  



Introduction 

The role of civil society is a matter of significant theoretical and empirical interest when reflecting on 

the democratic challenges of contemporary societies. Democratic theories emphasise the necessity of 

free civic spaces to ensure civil and political freedoms, while empirical research sheds light on the 

relevance of civil society action for democratic transition, consolidation, and the overall improvement 

of democracy's quality (Diamond 1994; Mercer 2002; Fioramonti & Fiori 2010). Scholars investigating 

direct and indirect forms of fighting corruption also recognise civil society organisations (CSOs) as 

relevant actors in social change (Smulovitz & Peruzzotti 2000, 2003; Johnston 2005; Mungiu-Pippidi 

2015; Mattoni & Odilla 2021; Lo Piccolo 2023). Given the significant divergence in social, political, 

and economic realities among countries, the goals, strategies, and challenges of CSOs vary accordingly. 

This article delves into the role of CSOs and their motivations and limitations in promoting political 

accountability through transparency within fully democratic settings, a scenario often understudied 

despite the persistent risks of democratic backsliding. 

This article examines two civil society initiatives that aimed to improve political finance oversight in 

Uruguay, a country that at first glance appears to embody democratic qualities. In a moment when 

democracies are rapidly deteriorating across the globe, Uruguay qualified as a “full democracy” in the 

2022 Democracy Index (EIU, 2023) and is considered the country with the longest democratic history 

in Latin America (Buquet & Piñeiro 2017; Martini 2016). However, even in consolidated democracies, 

political finance can undermine the integrity of electoral processes, compromise trust in institutions, 

and affect political participation if not effectively regulated (Hamada & Agrawal 2020). Without 

oversight and enforcement, the most robust legal frameworks also risk becoming innocuous and, 

therefore, can be seen as an imminent threat to the quality of democracy. 

In Uruguay, private sources of parties’ income and expenditures remained free of any kind of regulation 

or disclosure requirement for decades (Casas-Zamora 2006). Only in 2009 did a Political Parties Law 

establish that the parties should release the sources of main contributions (anonymous donations are 

allowed up to a limit), but the Uruguayan Electoral Court still does not have human and technical 



resources to verify financial statements, nor to provide the public with information in friendly formats. 

Parties also do not carry out any type of control in this regard, and political will to foster reforms 

oriented to improve the situation is lacking (Bidegain 2024; Martini 2016). 

To mend these important flaws in official electoral financing control mechanisms, which undoubtedly 

generate opportunities for corruption, two civil society initiatives acted to provide organised, 

digitalised, and accessible information on the financial statements of political parties and politicians in 

Uruguay. “¿Quién paga?” (Who pays?) and “Finpol, Financiamiento de campañas en Uruguay” 

(Political Campaign Funding in Uruguay) mapped funding received by Uruguayan political parties and 

politicians in the 2009 and 2014 elections and presented their findings using interactive open online 

platforms. 

However, the impact of these initiatives was scarce. Why did these innovative initiatives fail to promote 

change? This empirical question relates to a theoretical one: How can CSOs foster political funding 

accountability in full democracies that lack the political will to promote change in this regard? To 

answer these questions, this article engages with the literature on the dimensions of accountability 

(O'Donnell 1998; Smulovitz & Peruzzotti 2003; Bovens 2007) and articulates it with the literature 

linking state capacity and co-creation practices to generate greater transparency and political and 

electoral accountability (Brinkerhoff & Wetterberg 2016; Munno & Nabatchi 2014; Odilla & Veloso 

2024; Slough 2024). Although the combination of low state capacity and closer relations between state 

and civil society actors is known for being crucial to produce positive outcomes in terms of 

accountability in developing countries, little has been said about whether it is the case of full 

democracies. The cases studied suggest that transparency alone is not enough to reduce corruption. 

Findings allow us to argue that, even in full democracies as the Uruguayan one, for political finance 

accountability to be effective, it must combine its bottom-up, horizontal and diagonal dimensions.  

This paper is organised as follows. First, it provides a theoretical section with key concepts and its 

theoretical framework on political financing reforms, transparency, accountability and civil society 



engagement to curb corruption1. Second, it presents the Uruguayan context, with special attention to its 

political finance regulations. Then, it details the two civil society initiatives and the methodology, based 

on original fieldwork and qualitative analysis of in-depth interviews and documents. The following 

section presents the findings, reflecting on the consequences of the two initiatives in a scenario where 

both horizontal and bottom-up accountability mechanisms struggle to guarantee effective oversight of 

political finance mechanisms in a full democracy. The article ends with a discussion of the findings and 

a conclusion. Although promoting transparency and accountability is key to avoiding setbacks in full 

democracies, for CSOs to pursue pro-accountability actions in settings where neither corruption nor 

political financing are perceived as primary issues and political actors do not take these matters seriously 

can prove difficult. 

Theoretical framework 

Political financing reforms, transparency, civil society, and accountability 

Hummel, Gerring and Burt (2021, 5) claim that political financing reforms may be capable of 

attenuating corrupt activities in politics when they (1) reduce the role of private money in campaign 

finance, (2) draw clear lines between legal and illegal practices, and (3) increase the risks of discovering 

violations, enhancing negative publicity and possible legal sanctions for those who violate the 

legislation. On the one hand, an increasing body of research suggests that public subsidies, spending 

limits and disclosure requirements are more likely to be effective in curbing corruption (Butler 2010; 

Hummel, Gerring, & Burt 2021; Raja 2014). On the other hand, fewer studies research the effects of 

transparency and sanctions in the case of political financing reforms. Despite the common belief in the 

effectiveness of transparency and accountability as anticorruption mechanisms, their roles in reducing 

corruption remain not fully understood (Kolstad & Wiig 2009, 521). 

 
1 We understand corruption in this article as “the abuse of a trust, generally one involving public 

power, for private benefits which often, but by no means always, come in the form of money” 

(Johnston 2005, 11). 



Transparency, which involves making information about decision-making processes in terms of rules 

and the identity of decision-makers publicly available and, preferably, easily accessible, is expected to 

increase the likelihood of detecting and punishing misconduct and enhance public officials’ 

accountability to the public. However, the still scant empirical evidence available suggests that, 

although transparency is necessary, more may be needed to curb corruption (Kolstad & Wiig 2009). 

Civil societies’ active engagement in using and interpreting available data is often considered crucial to 

making transparency meaningful in anticorruption (Grimes 2013; Mungiu-Pippidi & Dusu 2011). 

Yet, studies on the capacity of civil society initiatives to succeed in controlling corruption have shown 

mixed results (Fox 2015; Larsson & Grimes 2023). For example, some argue that civil society cannot 

combat corruption on its own, emphasising the importance of complementary conditions, such as 

having enforceable, transparent laws in place and high levels of rigour and impartiality in public 

administration (Villanueva 2020). Others note that in countries with a higher quality of democracy, civil 

society engagement seems to be less effective than in more fragile contexts (Larsson & Grimes 2023). 

Still, case study evidence indicates that multipronged accountability campaigns, involving a range of 

different types of civic associations and combining top-down and bottom-up efforts, are more likely to 

promote effective outcomes (Mattoni & Odilla 2021; Smulovitz & Peruzzotti 2000, 2003). Igalla et al. 

(2019), who studied voluntary initiatives in which citizens collaborate to provide public services 

themselves, draw attention to two contributing factors for civil society achieving outcomes that address 

a broad range of public values: government support and the existence of leaders who operate at the 

interfaces or boundaries between different groups, organisations, or domains. However, as Larsson and 

Grimes (2023) note, “the notion that civil society involvement can mitigate corruption remains central 

in many theories of change”. 

Directions of accountability 

As noted by Pilon and Brouard (2023), who reviewed the various definitions of accountability in 

nonprofit literature, accountability is a social and subjective construction that depends on context and 



has little consensus regarding its conceptualisation. In this study, which focuses on nonprofit 

organisations holding political financing accountable, we define accountability as “de facto constraints 

on the government’s use of political power through requirements for justification of its actions and 

potential sanctions” (Lührmann, Marquardt, & Mechkova 2020, 811). Accountability encompasses 

practices such as monitoring, investigating, and answerability, often involving the imposition of 

sanctions (Prado and Cornelius 2020). In addition, although we acknowledge the various existing forms 

of systematising accountability (Bovens 2007), a long-established form of analysis is multidirectional 

relationships, i.e., horizontal, vertical, and diagonal. Their interpretations, however, vary. 

Horizontal accountability is defined as the obligation felt by agencies to account for themselves to the 

general public (Bovens 2007) and the checks and balances among governmental bodies and branches 

(O’Donnell 1998). Here, horizontal accountability is understood as the role of each governmental 

agency to keep itself and others within the bounds of the law. Vertical accountability has been described 

as the power constituents have over politicians by voting on them or not, depending on their overall 

evaluation of their performance (Lührmann, Marquardt, & Mechkova 2020; O’Donnell 1998). Other 

authors see vertical accountability as referring to a situation with a hierarchical relationship between an 

actor and a forum, such as a minister being accountable to the parliament (Bovens 2007, 13). However, 

if we use the pathway metaphor, vertical accountability goes beyond electoral accountability and comes 

from the bottom, often involving citizen engagement, such as citizen-based oversight and anticorruption 

and pro-integrity campaigns. Smulovitz and Peruzzotti (2000, 2003) prefer the term “societal 

accountability” to describe the non-electoral vertical mechanisms for holding officeholders and 

bureaucrats accountable. Others use the term “social accountability” (Fox 2015). For analytical 

purposes, here we use the term bottom-up accountability, which combines electoral, social, and societal 

accountability. It encompasses all strategies that seek to improve institutional performance by 

strengthening both citizen action and the responsiveness of governments (Fox 2015, 346). 

Keeping these dimensional allegories, diagonal accountability cuts across the horizontal and bottom-

up dimensions of accountability. Hence, it involves mechanisms where state and non-state actors join 



forces. Others call this type of accountability transversal or hybrid (Tropp, Jiménez, & Le Deunff 2017) 

depending on, for example, how the media, civil society and other non-governmental bodies are aligned 

or act together with state agencies, such as law enforcement and anticorruption agencies, to achieve 

better monitoring, enforcement and answerability. Although we acknowledge different understandings 

of diagonal accountability, such as the contribution of non-state actors to create constraints directly or 

indirectly over the governments (Lührmann, Marquardt, & Mechkova 2020), we define it here as a 

state-society synergy (Odilla 2020). Whatever the designation, diagonal, oblique, transversal, or hybrid, 

this form of accountability involves the participation of citizens and state actors together in 

accountability processes. This type of mechanism helps to overcome the limited impact of traditional 

civil society methods, strengthens horizontal accountability mechanisms, and legitimises the inclusion 

of citizens in government oversight functions (Tropp, Jiménez, & Le Deunff 2017, 196). 

State capacity, state-civil society relations, and accountability 

These definitions are significant because the oversight of political finance involves various forms of 

accountability. While horizontal accountability is expected to be upheld by the government and its 

branches and by political parties over themselves and other parties, bottom-up accountability rests on 

the shoulders of citizens. Civil society can, for example, be responsible for monitoring the expenditures 

and funding of political parties and politicians. CSOs can also demand new regulations to enhance 

control and curb wrongdoings. Political parties and government authorities can work together with civil 

society to promote electoral reforms, as exemplified by the popular campaigns to pass new legislation 

to criminalise vote buying and ban candidates convicted of corruption from running for election in 

Brazil (Mattoni & Odilla 2021). Parties and public authorities can also partner with civil society to 

monitor how laws and regulations are implemented. 

In the realm of political finance, accountability is expected to promote fairness and ethical practices in 

the funding of political campaigns. Holding political finance accountable is, therefore, essential to 

maintain the integrity of the political process and prevent undue influence or corruption. However, 

political finance is also influenced by conflicting pressures and demands. As a result, even when civil 



society is involved in monitoring and exposing suspicious findings and wrongdoing, parties and 

government agencies responsible for enforcing ethical behaviour and disciplinary sanctions may 

sometimes be selective in their actions due to the external and internal demands and interests they face. 

Derick and Wetterberg (2015) call attention to the need to look at the “supply side” of social 

accountability, noting the importance of state structures and processes for civil society and citizens, or 

the “demand side”, to achieve their goals in terms of accountability. The authors focus on a still 

underemphasized side of the literature, namely the state’s capacity to engage with citizens and its 

willingness to create space for social accountability. For them, both the supply side as well as state-

society relations “are more critical to achieving service delivery, governance, and/or empowerment 

outcomes than is often recognized” (Derick & Wetterberg 2015, 284). However, their analysis, which 

examines four projects in Indonesia, the Philippines, Guinea, and Rwanda, does not consider anti-

corruption initiatives or full democracies. 

Studies on electoral accountability also emphasise the importance of institutional capacity and close 

state-civil society relations in improving the quality of governance and democracy. Slough (2024), for 

example, notes the crucial role bureaucrats play in influencing politicians’ incentives to invest in public 

goods. This influence is exerted through the bureaucrats’ responsibilities in both the implementation 

and monitoring of public goods delivery. To the author, state capacity, in the form of active bureaucrats 

influencing the delivery of public goods, affects the performance information that voters evaluate when 

choosing their candidates.  

Making citizens more knowledgeable about public policy efforts is also considered crucial by Munno 

and Nabachi (2014), who argue that this is better achieved through co-production initiatives that not 

only give citizens agency and voice, but also help them improve their perceptions of how politics are 

done. However, having a participatory accountability system may not be enough and may be seen as 

disappointing if citizen actions are not followed up with state action, such as investigations and 

sanctions in the case irregularities are reported by citizens initiatives, as highlighted by Odilla and 



Veloso (2024). They evaluated anti-corruption initiatives using technology to monitor elected 

politicians’ spending in Brazil.  

Despite the growing literature linking social accountability to state capacity and state-civil society 

relations, including in the form of co-creation, the role of civil society in driving electoral accountability 

remains largely underexplored. Additionally, it is yet to be determined to what extent the state can 

support or hinder social accountability in fully democratic contexts where corruption is not perceived 

as the main issue, such as in Uruguay. 

National background: Corruption and political finance in Uruguay 

Between 1973 and 1985, Uruguay experienced a harsh civic-military dictatorship with significant social 

and political impacts on the country, including media censorship and restricted room for civil society 

participation. However, the democratic transition had some particularities that distinguish Uruguay 

from its neighbours. Unlike cases such as Chile’s where the dictatorship significantly modified the 

social and political landscape for the years to come, in Uruguay, once democracy was restored, the party 

system and the civic space re-emerged in a very similar manner to the pre-coup situation. At the political 

level, the 1985 elections, the first after democracy was restored, followed the pre-electoral rules and 

produced very similar results when compared to the last pre-coup elections. For instance, the three main 

political parties were reinstituted and they maintained their respective order in the electoral preferences. 

At level of social collective actors, as civic space re-emerged, the traditional players recovered their 

importance. Among them, the labour movement quickly reclaimed its central role as representative of 

popular demands. To follow the comparison with Chile, due to the levels of repression and the deep 

economic structural changes in this country, the Chilean’s labour movement has been much weaker 

than its Uruguayan counterpart. Because of the described situation, it has been suggested that the 

dictatorship in Uruguay did not destroy the previous political system but “froze” it (Filgueira 1985). 

Compared to its neighbours in Latin America, Uruguay also stands as an outlier regarding its 

outstanding performance not only in terms of corruption and anticorruption indicators but also in 



socioeconomic indexes (Altman 2008; Mungiu-Pippidi 2015). Both citizens’ and elites’ perceptions 

and experience with corruption seem to be extremely low (Bidegain 2024; Buquet & Piñeiro 2014; 

Martini 2016). However, literature and empirical evidence on sensitive areas of corruption that could 

benefit from greater transparency and accountability mechanisms, including political financing, remain 

scarce and insufficient in Uruguay (Martini 2016). Unlike other countries that often promote reforms 

in response to corruption scandals, Uruguay introduced changes to its political finance system in 2009 

without any particular turmoil. 

Table 1. Timeline of milestones (key legislation and events) 

Year Milestone 

1830 Uruguay independence 

1836 Foundation of the Partido Colorado and the Partido Nacional 

1916 Start of Uruguayan modern democracy with the 1916 new Constitution and 

establishment of political guarantees 

1925 Election Law (N° 7,812), which set the general rules for national and subnational 

elections. It did not establish political funding rules though 

1928 Uruguayan Congress started its regime of state subsidies to political parties’ 

campaign through ad hoc laws for each election 

1933-1941 Limited democracy. In this period, initiated by the 1933 Coup d’État, elections were 

not perceived as legitimate by all political actors. The 1942 Constitution reinstituted 

full democracy 

1971 Foundation of the Frente Amplio party 

1973-1985 Military dictatorship, when parliament was closed, and the country was run with the 

assistance of a junta of military generals 

1998 Electoral Advertisement Law (N° 17,045), which aimed to set limits in electoral 

advertisement expenditure 

2004 National Elections Law (N° 17,799), requiring political parties to submit sworn 

statements about their campaign expenses 

2009 Political Parties Law (N° 18,845), which substituted the 1928 ad hoc campaign 

funding system and regulated public and private political parties funding 

                                                                                                                         Source: own elaboration 

Instead, domestic and international concerns grew due to Uruguay’s absolute lack of party and 

campaign regulation (Chasquetti 2011). This does not mean that before the new legislation, the country 

had no electoral funding rules. Since 1925, when Uruguay approved Law 7812 to regulate party and 

electoral systems, multiple norms passed. In 1928, the Congress started to approve ad hoc laws before 

each national election to establish state subsidies to parties. Uruguay counts on a post-electoral 



reimbursement scheme in which the Electoral Court pays parties for each vote of their ballots or lists. 

This made Uruguay the world’s first direct state funding scheme for parties (Casas-Zamora 2006). 

Private contributions and expenditures, in turn, have always been allowed without limitations. In 1998, 

an indirect attempt was made to restrict expenses by limiting the time of advertisements in media outlets 

to respond to the rapid increase in electoral costs, but the rule was not strictly followed. (Chasquetti 

2011). 

Both fundraising activities and expenditures of Uruguayan parties remained free of external control for 

decades (Casas-Zamora 2006; Chasquetti 2011). In 2004, presenting reports to the Electoral Court 

listing total expenditures detailing costs of advertisements, the printing of voting lists, transportation 

and facilities maintenance became mandatory. The new norm also required the presentation of a list of 

contributions received by each candidate and party, and the public subsidy was to be suspended for 

those not following these rules. 

The 2009 legislation regulating political financing arrived as an initiative taken by the executive. The 

new law introduced limits to private contributions and the necessity to identify the names of those 

donating over 10000 Indexed Units. Although anonymous donations of small amounts were allowed, 

they could not exceed 15% of the total private funds collected. Campaign committees became 

responsible for sending an initial budget with expected incomes and expenses and detailing all donations 

received so far 30 days before the election and, within 90 days after the election, the campaign 

committee must now also file a final accounting with the Electoral Court, specifying campaign income 

and expenditures and the origin of the funds used. Regarding transparency, the law establishes that any 

person can consult the party reports without limitation. If campaign managers fail to send the reports 

by the established deadlines, they will be fined 5000 Indexed Units for each day of delay by the Electoral 

Court. Each party shall regularly keep an inventory, a cash book and registers of contributions, to be 

presented annually to the Court. 

Methods and data 



Case selection and description 

Uruguay is an interesting case to study the transparency and accountability issues that full democracies 

can face and the difficulties of CSOs in countering them. The literature tends to focus on cases with 

medium or high levels of perception of corruption and to understudy countries that perform well on this 

type of indicator. Countries that score high and enjoy stability on democracy indices are also often 

neglected by corruption studies. Given this situation, it is worth exploring the specific challenges that 

CSOs face in fighting corruption in such settings, where neither corruption nor the quality of democracy 

appear to be a concern, as is the case of Uruguay. As suggested by Seawright and Gerring (2008), 

extreme cases are particularly useful for exploratory purposes. The in-depth analysis of these types of 

cases can also provide relevant insights for generating hypotheses to be tested later in comparative 

research aiming to reach more general conclusions. 

The relatively positive situation in Uruguay can be characterised as a double-edged sword (Bidegain 

2024). Although experts, CSOs and public officials working on transparency and corruption issues 

agree on the importance of and recognise the need for reforms and better law enforcement in Uruguay, 

gaining public and political attention is difficult due to a generally indulgent self-perception of the issue 

in the country. To examine the specific challenges that CSOs face in promoting change through bottom-

up accountability, we selected two independent CSO initiatives that sought to increase transparency in 

the financing of political campaigns, a critical issue not only in Uruguay but in contemporary 

democracies. Next, we present the key features of these two cases. 

¿Quién Paga?2 

The idea to create an interactive platform with political donations came during the first data journalism 

accelerator for Latin America of the HacksLabs Challenge 2014, a hackathon organised by Agencia de 

Gobierno Electrónico y Sociedad de la Información y del Conocimiento (AGESIC), the governmental 

agency that leads the e-government strategy and its implementation in Uruguay. The event was 

 
2 See https://www.sudestada.com.uy/10913/-Quien-paga#/%23/. Last accessed on 9 March 2024. 

https://www.sudestada.com.uy/10913/-Quien-paga#/%23/


sponsored by the international organisations HacksLabs, the International Center for Journalists and the 

World Bank Institute. Although five journalists from different media outlets in the group pitched the 

awarded idea, it was the then newly created Sudestada, an online non-mainstream outlet dedicated to 

investigative and data journalism, that implemented ¿Quién Paga? Sudestada hired an information 

technology company that had already built up their website with a prize of USD 5,000 to create a 

webpage capable of filtering donations made during the first round of the 2009 elections. The online 

platform allows access to detailed information on both public and private contributions, clustering them 

by, for example, party, formula, lists, donor and elections level that can be visualised with pie charts 

and tables. Although creators believe that the platform was developed to reach a broad overall audience, 

they recognise that journalists were the ones most often assessing it and writing articles about it. Due 

to a lack of funds, the project, which initially promised to expand the data to the 2014 elections, was 

limited to 2009. ¿Quién Paga? is still online and had peaks of access in the 2014 and 2020 elections, 

even though it does not offer data on them. Users spent an average of 2’54” seconds on the platform, 

which is considered a “good amount of time” by its developer even if it is an interactive platform 

capable of applying filters and visualising data in different formats. 

Finpol (Finpol)3 

Finpol was created in 2016 to be an interactive open platform using network analysis to identify 

campaign funding and expenditures in the 2014 Uruguayan national elections. Two academics and two 

journalists conceived the initiative. It had the support of the nonprofit organisation and volunteer-based 

Uruguay Transparente and was sponsored by the Foundation Friedrich Ebert and promoted by the 

journalistic radio show No Toquen Nada. With USD 2,000 given by the Foundation Friedrich Ebert, 

they hired a student to systematise the data and a developer to build up an interactive website that allows 

users to click on specific names of donors and politicians and expand their links. Although the website 

is still online and its creators were invited to go to Congress to share their findings and call for better 

political financing rules and control, the initiative has accounted for few views. From 1 September 2015 

 
3 See https://finpol.github.io/. Last accessed on 9 March 2024. 

https://finpol.github.io/


to 29 March 2021, the website attracted 7,515 users who entered mainly through social media 

(Facebook) via their mobile and spent an average of 1’20”. Its creators published reports and academic 

papers on the findings but did not keep updating them by, for example, including information on the 

2020 elections. Some media outlets also used their data to write stories on public financing. 

Data and method of analysis 

Data on both cases was collected under the scope of the <NAME OF THE RESEARCH PROJECT>, 

which employs constructivist grounded theory combined with situational analysis (Charmaz 2006; 

Clarke, Washburn, & Friese 2015). Accordingly, it first used interviews with experts on civic tech, 

anticorruption, social mobilisation and desk research to identify anticorruption initiatives and the use 

of digital media as an anticorruption tool in Uruguay. The only self-declared anticorruption civil society 

initiative identified in Uruguay is Uruguay Transparente, a nonprofit organisation that supported the 

academics from Católica University to create Finpol. The first set of in-depth interviews with seven 

people directly involved with Finpol was conducted and analysed through open and focused coding. 

The process was complemented by theoretical sampling of the initial data, where subsequent rounds of 

data collection and analysis were conducted based on emerging findings from the previously collected 

data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). During the second stage of fieldwork, data collection included seven 

interviews with those involved in the creation and development of ¿Quién Paga? The data were 

supplemented by interviews with public officials who are responsible for the policymaking and 

enforcement of the laws on political financing.  

Hence, this paper relies on qualitative analysis, based on 19 interviews conducted in 2021 and 2022, 

eight of which were face-to-face and eight online. The overall duration of the recorded material was 

approximately 11.5 hours. Interviews analysed here were conducted with initiators of the two initiatives 

(7), developers who designed the two interactive platforms (2), representatives of organisations who 

supported the initiatives (5), and members of the special electoral committee in the parliament (1), the 



Electoral Court (1) and the agency that leads the e-government strategy and its implementation 

in Uruguay promoting partnerships with civil society organisations (3).  

As mentioned above, both ¿Quién Paga? and Finpol involved a small number of individuals and 

organizations. The interviews allowed us to cover all organizations, directly and indirectly, involved 

and to gather insights from individuals with significant roles in both initiatives, including initiators, tech 

developers, sponsors, supporters, and collaborators. Additionally, we interviewed representatives of 

governmental institutions directly related to the main scope of the two cases under analysis, including 

members of the Electoral Court, the Parliament, and the agency that promotes the electronic government 

strategy and its implementation in Uruguay. Together with the analysis of documents related to access 

metrics, reports written by the initiatives and news published about them, the total of 19 interviews 

allowed us to reach data saturation. 

The interviews, which were conducted in Spanish, combined a pre-determined set of questions with 

open and prompted questions. The analysis of the interviews was performed through deductive and 

inductive coding (Boyatzis 1998), which allowed us to identify the topics presented in the following 

section. Both coding and analysis used the qualitative software MAXQDA 2020 Plus. The types of 

interplay between the paths of digital media and activists across time also emerged from this analysis. 

Results 

Among the interviewees, a prevailing narrative emerged, suggesting that anticorruption is not perceived 

as a priority in Uruguay by anyone, neither government, parties or civil society. Many interviewees 

reminded us that corruption appears to be worse in neighbouring countries such as Argentina and Brazil. 

This resulted in an unbalanced and relatively weak accountability scenario in all three dimensions, 

which will be explored in this section along with the main motivations of the CSOs’ initiatives analysed 

and the limitations they faced. 

For most interviewees, the key to fighting corruption lies in promoting transparency. They emphasised 

the importance of increasing transparency in government to cultivate a culture of accountability and 



establish robust social checks and balances. Creators and collaborators of both initiatives believed that 

by doing so, hidden forms of corruption that often go unnoticed, such as business interests influencing 

politics, can be effectively addressed. These individuals firmly believed that by prioritising 

transparency, their digital tools could naturally increase accountability, leading to a reduction in corrupt 

practices and long-term sustainable change. 

Horizontal accountability 

Data collected reinforced the overall perception that the Uruguayan Electoral Court does not have 

mechanisms to enforce horizontal accountability in political financing. This institution does not have 

the human and technical resources to verify financial statements provided by politicians and parties. 

Parties also do not carry out any type of control of political financing. The interviews also made clear 

that much information, including donations of companies, was deliberately omitted and nothing 

happened, as previously noted by Chasquetti (2011). Despite the new rules introduced by the 2009 

legislation, nothing in the law addresses, for example, the format in which these data should be 

presented or defines what type of evidentiary documentation is to be provided. Furthermore, the law 

does not specify how the Electoral Court should check contributions collected by and expenditures 

incurred by candidates and parties. 

A high-profile figure in the Uruguayan Electoral Court recognises the Court’s lack of both structure 

and capacity to look after the financial reports submitted by parties and candidates. The interviewee is 

explicit when saying the control of political financing should be carried out by civil society: “What the 

court does is organise elections and count votes.” The interview exposed the Court’s limitations: 

“(The law) grants the Electoral Court with a comptroller role, which the Court has been exercising to 

the best of its operational capabilities. In reality, we have only three accountants in the court. This is 

the truth, (there are only) three. This is the staffing for the functioning of the institution. (…) So, the 

Court is not able to conduct any audit. What the Court does is review the formal aspects of the financial 

statements and, in compliance with the law, publish them on the institutional website. And that is where 

I believe the main oversight, social oversight, so to speak, takes place.” (04_INT009_POLENFORCER) 

 



A congressional representative who is a member of the commission where new legislation regulating 

political finance has been under discussion for years4 not only noted the lack of state capacity but also 

highlighted how incomplete the current legislation is. He also acknowledged the lack of interest of most 

of the parties in pushing forward a new regulation. In addition, he was explicit in saying the government 

did not want multiple law enforcement actors involved in promoting horizontal accountability: 

“Today, there is no (system of control)... Let’s be honest. There is a Political Parties Law that passed 

during the governments of the Frente Amplio. (…) What is the problem? The truth is: political parties 

submit financial reports to the Electoral Court, saying how much was spent on advertising, how much 

on this and on that... But the Electoral Court doesn't oversee it. (…) The Court does not have any 

conditions to oversee anything. Without a doubt, the overseeing body must have much more significant 

resources than it currently does. We even imagined a package, a group of organisations. Because each 

one is specialised in something. That's why we included the General Tax Directorate (DGI), the Court 

of Accounts, which has expertise in accounting, and the Electoral Court for obvious reasons. Well, the 

government tells us no, (they are against having) the Court of Auditors and the DGI; (they accepted) 

only the Electoral Court.” (04_INT004_POLMAK, Pos. 7) 

 

The lack of human and technical resources and the absence of political will to improve transparency 

and horizontal accountability were the triggers for civic action. As we will see, the presence of 

legislation that compels public administration to grant access to public information was crucial for both 

initiatives to obtain the campaign finance data necessary to create their tools 

Bottom-up accountability 

The interviews made clear that the motivation was the need to act due to the lack of monitoring 

capacities and political will of the state, in particular, the Electoral Court and the political parties. 

Although they were granted access to the information they sought, thanks to the law on the right to 

access public information in place in Uruguay since 2008, both initiatives also faced the challenge of a 

lack of digitised data and non-user-friendly digital formats for creating digital solutions. This suggests 

 

4 The bill gained momentum after a series of governmental corruption scandals and was approved by the 

House of Representatives in November 2023. At the time of writing this article, in March 2024, the bill 

is being discussed in the Senate. 



that specific data formats, even in the form of PDF or Excel sheets, not only affect accessibility but also 

compromise the quality and comprehensiveness of the information made available. 

One of the creators of ¿Quién Paga? summarised these drives behind the creation of their platform in 

2014: 

“At that time the Electoral Court, which is the body in charge of controlling the elections, although it 

does not comply with its constitutional task. The court does not do it because it has neither the resources 

nor the staff. And I would add political will because they are people appointed by the political parties, 

so nobody is going to control themselves. So, at that time the Electoral Court had started to upload on 

its website some of the statements that political parties have to make when they receive funds. But they 

were... I mean, they were uploading PDF documents in the most absurd formats, from printed Excel 

tables, photographs of sheets, or handwritten sheets. There was no way to use that. Nobody who had... 

a normal life, let’s say, could look at all those documents and get a sense of things. So, what we proposed 

in that activity (hackathon) was to process all that information, put it all in a database and, once the 

database was set up, start cross-referencing it. Well, that's when a lot of things appeared, things nobody 

knew about until then.” (04_INT001_INIACT) 

In line with the belief that public data require analysis to be comprehensive and informative, a Finpol 

creator noted that transparency was not enough; translating information was needed: 

“That also as we went along and as we saw the declarations presented by the political parties, we realised 

that we also had to translate this information into a language that everyone could understand. That's 

why the idea of network analysis also arose from this idea, because most of the declarations are almost 

unreadable. It's not very clear. So, the idea of this was to show that (…) who donates to whom, but not 

in any way, but in a way that people can understand it, because if you presented an Excel just spitting 

out the data, let's say, it was not going to be understood. That's why the network analysis was so 

important for us because it's a very clear way of graphing the relationships between companies, people 

and candidates with political parties, but also how different sectors coincide in who donates to them.” 

(02_INT002_INIACT). 

 

An overall level of frustration could be observed on the part of the data activists. Despite their efforts 

to provide organised, digitised, and accessible information on the financial statements of political 

parties and politicians in Uruguay, the Electoral Court did not change the form of presenting this type 

of data. Neither political party started publicising in detail the funds received and their expenditures. 

Nor was any effort made to investigate the suspicions raised by the two initiatives. Neither their findings 

on possible wrongdoings nor conflicts of interest were investigated. For example, ¿Quién Paga? 

publicised cases of politicians receiving money from companies that have contracts with the public 



administration, and Finpol questioned the criteria to establish the price of advertisements in legacy 

media outlets. 

Diagonal accountability 

In terms of diagonal accountability, ¿Quién Paga? was created by a hackathon organised by AGESIC, 

the governmental agency responsible for developing e-government and strengthening links to the public 

administration. The co-effort between state actors and journalists may explain the notable lack of 

confrontation between creators and government, despite a growing disillusionment with official checks 

and balances mechanisms within parties and law enforcement agencies, such as the Electoral Court. 

In the case of Finpol, the journalists of the radio show No Toquen Nada, who promoted the initiative, 

advocated for the enforcement and change in the legislation. A new bill was presented in Congress, and 

both representatives of Finpol and ¿Quién Paga? were invited to talk about their findings and what 

should be done to improve the legislation on campaign financing. Having media representatives in both 

initiatives helped them to gain visibility and voice. Therefore, some forms of digital accountability were 

included in this attempt but, at first glance, outcomes in terms of change were limited. 

The Electoral Court continues to face challenges regarding insufficient human and technical resources, 

hindering efforts to enhance transparency, data availability, and political financing monitoring in 

Uruguay. Precisely because no progress has been made in this regard, no discernible “demand 

refinement” has arisen from these two initiatives or civil society at large. The demands from different 

waves of collective action have not been coordinated to develop a more comprehensive set of demands 

and proposals. 

The interviewees recognised that the impact was minimal. At best, it put the topics of lack of 

transparency and accountability of political funding and expending in the public debate. Initiators say 

they would like to have expanded and updated the initiatives, but the lack of funds was also seen as a 

limitation to advancing this. In part, they justify the reduced impacts because corruption is not perceived 

as one of the main issues of the country. So even though they innovated in creating interactive platforms, 



the access and repercussions were not sufficient to change the legislation nor to make the Electoral 

Court improve its accountability systems. 

Interestingly, and despite the low impact of the initiative according to their creators, the academics who 

created Finpol faced media attacks from political actors and were invited to deliver speeches in 

Congress. These facts were not primarily because of their platform but due to an associated report 

questioning the criteria for parties, coalitions, and candidates to spend money on media advertisements. 

No significant political effects were observed that could be solely attributed to the previous initiative 

(¿Quien Paga?). 

Discussion 

No social movement is dedicated to fighting corruption in Uruguay; just one NGO, Uruguay 

Transparente, was established for this purpose in 1995 but has remained mostly latent since 2013. The 

interviews made clear that the two initiatives under analysis were not conceived or led by self-declared 

anticorruption activists. Those directly involved were aiming to enhance transparency and provide 

information on campaign financing and expenditures, which were considered a black box at the time. 

¿Quién Paga? was created by investigative journalists already involved in collective actions to access 

information, who were also seeking funding for promoting data journalism in their new online media 

outlet. In the case of Finpol, the initiative was led by politically engaged academics interested in 

conducting in-depth analyses of data that had not been explored before, producing valuable information 

from it. 

In both cases, their creators can be seen as data activists, engaged in obtaining public data on political 

finance and converting the information into interactive platforms to improve transparency and facilitate 

monitoring. According to Andrew Schrock (2016, 591), data activism is the result of a distinct 

connection between technologically mediated engagement and specific political objectives. This 

connection becomes evident when activities involve actions such as accessing, generating, modelling, 

and challenging data, or when alternative forms of political involvement are developed through data. 



Indeed, among the creators of both initiatives, concern was greater about gaining access to different 

types of data as leverage to achieve their goals, which Beraldo and Milan (2019) defined as data-enabled 

activism.  

In the Uruguayan cases, their primary goal was promoting transparency and facilitating monitoring, 

with the expectation that their tools would expose wrongdoings and lead to punishment and changes in 

the legislation. High expectations related to responses from law enforcement and anti-corruption 

authorities often fell short due to the lack of state capacity and/or wiliness to address findings coming 

from civic action, as other studies have suggested (Odilla & Veloso 2024; Derick & Wetterberg 2015). 

However, although the creators of Finpol and ¿Quién Paga? acknowledged the lack of accountability 

and enforcement of political financing as an issue that needed to be addressed in Uruguay, neither had 

a clear agenda to join forces or exert pressure for legal changes in this regard. The greatest frustration 

that emerged in the interviews, however, was related to not being able to update their databases for the 

next elections due to the lack of money and resources, primarily digitised data. Despite the space for 

social accountability in Uruguay, state compliance and responsiveness proved to be divorced from 

accountability tools and mechanisms, impacting the achievement of positive outcomes of bottom-up 

action. This finding suggests that low state capacity may have a negative impact on social accountability 

not only in developing countries with fragile democracies, as noted by Derick and Wetterberg (2015), 

but also in a full democracy like Uruguay, at least in the case of political finance monitoring. 

Our findings raise serious concerns about the horizontal accountability of campaign finance in Uruguay. 

The issue goes beyond the already-known lack of human and technical resources of electoral authorities 

to detect illicit political donations and spending (Martini 2016; Piñeiro, Rossel, & Acuña 2016). A lack 

of will to improve regulation and strengthen vertical accountability mechanisms has been observed in 

both political parties and law enforcement agencies. Empirical data also suggest how feeble oversight 

initiatives from civil society, one of the pillars of democracy, can be, no matter how innovative they 

are. Although both ¿Quién Paga? and Finpol creators were invited to public debates on the topic in the 

Uruguayan parliament, they did not manage to attract civil society to use their tools and neither 



promoted any remarkable outcome in terms of public policy. As noted by authors such as Munno and 

Nabatchi (2015),  increasing citizens participation through public deliberation and co-creation in the 

political and electoral arenas is likely to bring positive effects on citizens’ sense of agency, voice, and 

perceptions of politics and government, what did not fully happen in the case of the two initiatives under 

analysis. 

At first glance, Finpol could be seen as a follow-up of ¿Quién Paga? in the sense that it gave 

transparency to the 2014 elections and expanded the analyses covering both contributions and 

expenditures. However, the two initiatives had had no contact, even though the people involved knew 

each other and the initiatives. They were both innovative but having no exchanges or learning practices 

isolated them. This may have compromised their continuity and reduced their impact, no matter how 

innovative they were. Linking efforts is a key challenge for social actors to produce impact (Bidegain 

& Maillet 2021). The lack of interaction between the two initiatives and the absence of a similar 

experience for the 2019 elections express the difficulties that CSOs engaged in political funding 

transparency face to link their efforts and potentiate the results of their initiatives. At the same time, 

lawmakers and law enforcers interviewed express their expectation that civil society assumes the critical 

role of monitoring. 

What we have seen in Uruguay, then, is weak accountability in its horizontal dimension, also 

compromising diagonal accountability efforts of campaign financing. This weakness primarily arises 

from the fact that, despite the efforts made by the governmental agency AGESIC to solicit input from 

CSOs and create incentives for promoting social accountability, the relevant governmental agencies, 

such as the Electoral Court in this case, and political parties, did not make any significant move to 

enhance horizontal accountability or simplify citizens’ access to user-friendly data and information. In 

essence, political finance in Uruguay can be seen as a convenient form of accountability (Odilla 2020) 

on the part of public authorities, who conveniently expect CSOs to take on the role of a watchdog 

without offering adequate resources. Although political elites have acknowledged the problem, they 



have not changed the rules, due to a lack of either popular demand for change or interest on their part 

to increase regulations and norms. 

Conclusion 

This article explored the impact of civil society efforts to promote bottom-up accountability and fight 

corruption through political finance transparency in fully democratic systems by examining the cases 

of ¿Quién Paga? and Finpol, Financiamiento de campañas en Uruguay in Uruguay. It used the 

dimensions of accountability as a theoretical framework to assess the role of these two initiatives and 

their motivations and limitations to better understand how checks and balances mechanisms work 

concerning the funding of political parties and electoral campaigns. The two Uruguayan cases highlight 

the imbalance in the country’s accountability system regarding political financing, revealing opaque 

horizontal accountability mechanisms, almost non-existent law enforcement, and weak diagonal 

accountability.  

The findings suggest that civil society could not do much on its own and that the joint efforts of CSOs 

and state actors did not lead to rapid change also in full democracies. Although in line with other studies 

which shed light to similar situation when analysing less stable democratic contexts (Odilla & Veloso 

2024; Derick & Wetterberg 2015) and had indicated co-production between political and civil society 

arenas as crucial to reach positive outcomes (Munno & Nabatchi 2014), this article’s findings expand 

these understandings also to more stable contexts where accountability is often taken for granted and 

state capacity and willing to follow civic action are often under-evaluated. 

The analysis offers some important lessons on bottom-up accountability, particularly on how civil 

society can be empowered to drive political finance reform and promote transparency not only but 

especially in settings where corruption is not perceived as a major problem and democracy appears to 

be stable. First, it illustrates that having legislation in place, while crucial, is only the first step. 

Uruguay’s 2009 political finance reform, which introduced new rules for documenting and reporting 

donations and expenditures, and the 2008 Law on Access to Public Information, made it possible for 



any citizen to request campaign and party finance data. Without these two legislations, ¿Quién Paga? 

and Finpol would not have been created. This finding supports the literature that highlights the 

importance of complementary conditions, such as the existence of transparency laws, for civic action 

in anticorruption efforts (Villanueva 2020). 

Nevertheless, both initiatives in Uruguay had to digitise the released information, because although the 

Electoral Court granted access to political finance information, the data arrived in paper boxes or as 

non-machine-readable PDF files. In both cases, the data and codes of the interactive platforms are now 

open and available on GitHub. However, the lack of data in machine-readable formats was one of the 

reasons neither initiative updated their datasets or tools. Each initiative has data from one election: 2009 

(¿Quién Paga?) and 2014 (Finpol). This highlights a second lesson: To be effective, government 

transparency must adapt to the data-driven society we live in. Failure to do so could impact the creation 

and expansion of innovative civil society initiatives that increasingly rely on digital technology to 

achieve their goals. 

A third lesson relates to the lack of active transparency and weak horizontal accountability mechanisms 

as a motivation for civil society action, as in the case of the two nonprofit initiatives analysed in 

Uruguay. The creators of ¿Quién Paga? and Finpol aimed to make campaign contributions and 

expenditures more visible and accountable, a task that they believe should have been done by the 

government. The Uruguayan case shows that civil society can be motivated to act when horizontal 

accountability mechanisms are perceived as inadequate, as in the case of political financing in the 

country. This implies that bottom-up accountability initiatives are prone to arise to address perceived 

deficiencies in official mechanisms. These findings provide empirical support for the literature 

suggesting that grassroots accountability can supplement horizontal accountability in instances where 

institutional conditions are less than ideal (Larsson & Grimes 2023). The case of Uruguay suggests this 

happens even in countries with stronger democratic systems, which could initially sound 

counterintuitive. This finding adds empirical support to the notion that civil society engagement is 

correlated with addressing specific challenges even in fully democratic contexts. 



Even in full democracies, the specific challenges identified by civil society as gaps to be addressed can 

still pose obstacles to promoting change. In other words, civic action can be compromised by weakened 

horizontal accountability mechanisms, the same that motivated them to act. By harnessing the power of 

technology and data visualisation, the two Uruguayan initiatives proved that promoting bottom-up 

accountability is possible even in adverse circumstances, such as the lack of digitalised data and 

generalised concern regarding such an important topic as political finance. However, neither ¿Quién 

Paga? nor Finpol had the energy to keep their websites up to date, nor to promote changes in new 

legislation to ensure law enforcement and active transparency in political finance. The results suggest 

that bottom-up accountability does not fail to curb corruption only in circumstances where horizontal 

accountability mechanisms work effectively, as found by Larsson and Grimes (2023). The strength of 

civil society may also be limited in places where horizontal accountability conditions are not favourable. 

In the case of Uruguay, bottom-up accountability proved insufficient to bring about significant changes 

towards greater transparency and better regulation and law enforcement in the case of electoral and 

party contributions and expenditures. Despite the active involvement of civil society in raising ethical 

and corruption-related questions about the financing and spending of campaigns and political parties, 

their efforts have provided public authorities with a convenient argument to suggest that the monitoring 

of political financing should be entrusted to non-governmental actors, without providing them with 

digital data to facilitate civic action, and without responding with investigations and sanctions against 

those with solid evidence. 

Hence, for political finance accountability to be effective, we argue that it should integrate its three 

dimensions: horizontal, bottom-up and diagonal. While civil society can engage with public and open 

data to oversee political funding and expenditures and collaborate with state actors and governmental 

agencies to advance in this regard, a crucial requirement is government and party initiatives to improve 

legislation and its enforcement and to penalise those found guilty. Citizens can also exercise their 

“punitive” influence at the ballot box if they are well informed. Transparency is pivotal for political 

finance accountability, but it must go beyond mere information disclosure. It should ensure that data on 



party expenditures and donations received are readily accessible, preferably machine-readable and in 

user-friendly formats. Moreover, this information should be influential in creating constraints and 

driving actions; otherwise, achieving full accountability remains elusive. 

In short, despite being internationally recognised as a model of good governance and often referred to 

as a “contemporary achiever” (Mungiu-Pippidi 2015), Uruguay may exemplify the challenges that fully 

democratic countries often face in advancing accountability mechanisms, particularly in promoting civil 

society engagement and change through bottom-up accountability measures. Therefore, the stories of 

¿Quién paga? and Finpol can be seen as cautionary tales of the difficulties that CSOs face to make the 

most of their efforts and the importance of aggregating them when their resources are scarce. Moreover, 

it can be seen as a red flag signalling risks for the quality of Uruguayan democracy if its political finance 

remains largely unmonitored and parliamentary efforts seeking to strengthen the state's capacity in this 

regard seem to be dithering. 

These findings for the Uruguayan case can serve as a starting point for analysing whether civil society 

organisations promoting transparency and accountability face similar difficulties in other mature 

democracies. Such a task requires a comparative study that could lead to more representative findings. 

Besides full democracies, our findings can shed light on the situation of civil society organisations 

struggling to promote transparency and improve accountability to fight corruption in other settings, 

particularly where corruption is not perceived as the main issue. While further research is needed to 

explore the types of partnerships and efforts that could lead to more significant outcomes in a country 

where corruption is not perceived as a primary concern and anticorruption efforts are not prioritised, 

neither transparency nor civic action to address governmental gaps alone is sufficient to drive 

meaningful changes in the anticorruption realm. 
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