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Preface

This book reviews and adds to the literature on party governance and party
democracy. It is dedicated to Prof. Kaare Strgm, who has made many important
contributions to the study of party democracy and governance, for his 60th
birthday.

While completing a book project should be an occasion of unfettered delight,
this time it was overshadowed by Hanne Marthe Narud tragically passing away
before she could see the book completed. We greatly miss her.

Thanks to Theresa Kernecker for her great help at the copy-editing stage.
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Chapter 1
Party Governance and Party Democracy

Wolfgang C. Miiller and Hanne Marthe Narud

Abstract This chapter introduces the concepts of party democracy and party
government. First, it outlines which roles have been ascribed to political parties in
the extant literature, focusing on the externally directed behavior of parties in the
main areas where political competition plays out. It then highlights the contribu-
tions of the individual chapters of this volume that address how political parties
perform within the existing institutional frameworks, and describes how they each
contribute to an analytical and empirical understanding of party democracy and
party government in today’s democracies. Last, it presents the central advances in
research on party government in the contributions of Kaare Strgm.

Keywords Party democracy - Party functions . Party governance - Party
government - Party research

1.1 Party Democracy

Modern democracy is “unthinkable save in terms of political parties,” as
Schattschneider (1942: 1) aptly expressed it. His powerful statement was fore-
shadowed and echoed by similar formulations from other masters of modern
political science. According to Bryce (1921: 119), “parties are inevitable. No free
large country has been without them. No one has shown how representative
government could be worked without them.” In a similar vein, Kelsen (1929)
stated “Modern democracy is founded entirely on political parties; the greater the
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2 W. C. Miiller and H. M. Narud

application of the democratic principle the more important the parties” (cited from
Sartori 1987: 148). This was echoed by Finer ([1931] 1946: 397) and Friedrich
(1941: 294). In the words of the latter, “parties are, it is now generally agreed,
indispensable features of democracy.” Friedrich’s claim for universal acceptance
of the role ascribed to political parties was probably ahead of its time. Indeed, the
works cited here all date from a time when, in many countries now considered as
belonging to the heartland of democracy, political parties had been suppressed and
liberal democracy abolished. Even great thinkers such as Ostrogorski (1907: 1II,
712-717) and Schmitt (1923: 25) viewed political parties as the problem rather
than the solution of democratic delegation. Things have changed fundamentally
since then.

Political parties nowadays are generally considered as the only workable
mechanism to ensure that the institutions of democracy can work in practice in the
modern state. Let us refer to two modern voices to exemplify that. In Robertson’s
(1976: 1) words, “To talk, today, about democracy, is to talk about a system of
competing political parties.” According to Sartori (1976: 27-29), “those parties
that are parts (in the plural') have found their essential raison d’étre and their non-
replaceable role in implementing representative and responsive government.”
Political parties are certainly no panacea; rather, they are the least imperfect
mechanism we know to make the institutions of democracy work.

While there is general agreement about the indispensability of parties in modern
democracy, the literature contains very different sets of relevant expectations about
their actual roles. They begin with minimal definitions such as party leaders’
engaging in a “competitive struggle for the people’s vote” (Schumpeter 1943: 269,
277) that, in turn, allows the voter to choose those who will govern them. At the other
end of the range, we find catalogs of specific activities and functions that parties are
expected to perform. King (1969: 120-140), for instance, identifies six core func-
tions political parties perform: The first is structuring the vote. Running in elections
is the minimal definition of a political party. Katz (1980: 1) has probably best
explained this function: “Without parties to structure the campaign, to provide
continuity from one election to the next, and to provide links among candidates in
different localities and for different offices, the resulting elections are unlikely to be
meaningful, even if they are technically free.” Thus, parties provide for a “sim-
plification of the alternatives” (Schattschneider 1942: 50); they “organize the
chaotic public will” (Neumann 1956: 397), or as Ware (1987: 58) has put it, “in a
world of competition between individual candidates the voter would have little
chance of sorting out the multitude of proposals being advanced.”

The second of King’s functions is integration and mobilization, meaning the
tying-in of people and giving them a trusted voice in the world of politics. The
third function is the recruitment of political leaders, from national executives to—
in a fully fledged party democracy—local or functional representatives. Next
comes the organization of government, meaning the organization within political

! This is meant to exclude one-party regimes.
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institutions and thereby the assumption of control over the layers of government.
Take the “efficient secret” of British politics, as identified by Bagehot (1873, see
also Cox 1987)—the control of both the executive and legislative branches of
government by the majority party—as an example of the latter. Indeed, allowing
for the fusion of institutionally divided government powers is key to the role of
political parties in the democratic chain running from voters to policy making.
Party policy formation, King’s fifth function, implies that the direction and con-
tents of public policy have the imprint of the party or parties in government (i.e.,
pay tribute to their ideologies and policy preferences) and that the holding of
public office by party representatives is the precondition for party influence over
public policy (Ranney 1962). The final function parties are associated with in
King’s seminal article is interest aggregation. While this role is more marginal in
his analysis, others have seen it as one of the core tasks major political parties must
perform (Ware 1987). Other authors have provided us with shorter or longer
catalogs of differently labeled and organized party functions (e.g., von Beyme
1985: 362-363; Dalton and Wattenberg 2000), which, however, in substantive
terms largely overlap with the ones presented here.

The very idea of party democracy is that political parties are the vehicle that
bridges the gap between voters and government. The party functions listed above
are largely designed to identify what parties need to do to ensure that the (majority
of) citizens approve of government policy. Indeed, substantive representation—
living under laws of the choosing of the majority of citizens—is the democratic
ideal (Dahl 1989: 88), and party government is a means to that end.

An alternative, more open-ended and less prescriptive way to address political
parties is to describe and analyze their behavior in terms of actors and arenas. In
his framework for analysis, Key (1964) famously parceled the concept of political
party in three interrelated dimensions, of “faces”: (1) the party in the electorate,
meaning the voters that rally behind a party in elections, (2) the party as an extra-
parliamentary organization, meaning the mass organization, party headquarters,
and campaign organization, (3) the party in government, comprised of the party
representatives in public office—executive and legislative—and the party struc-
tures that tie these office holders.

Since the 1980s, “crisis” and “decline” have made their way in the academic
discussion of parties (for a review see Daalder 1992; Poguntke and Scarrow 1996).
Certainly, it is not individual parties (that were always exposed to such dangers)
but the political party as a type of organization that is associated with such dismal
development. Accordingly, political parties collectively are considered to be less
able to perform the functions identified above. For instance, elections would be
less structured by political parties but rather the personalities of leaders, lifelong
party identification and electoral loyalty would vanish, and policy formation and
interest aggregation would be delegated to corporatist structures, national and
international bureaucracies, and independent institutions and markets. Some of the
relevant debates here do not bother to address political parties per se but focus on
the democratic state (traditionally controlled by parties) and its greatly diminished
capacity for steering economic and societal developments.
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Party decline and decay can also be described within Key’s framework. Indi-
vidual electoral parties would then be unable to establish stable, long-term voter
alignments, and the party system would show high levels of volatility and high
birth and death rates of political parties. Party mass organizations would shrink
and permanent party headquarter staff would be replaced by professionals hired on
a short-term basis and ready to work for (almost) any political entrepreneur.

A wealth of literature has indeed observed the phenomena listed here or at least
developments in these directions. Yet in their multi-nation study, Dalton et al.
(2011) show in that political parties continue to structure elections, mobilize voters
and function as ideological signpost for them, dominate the government formation,
and produce policy outputs that are largely in line with the ideological orientation
reflected in government party composition. They conclude that “political parties
remain as central as they ever were to the effective operation of modern democ-
racy.” This study draws mainly on survey data collected within the confines of the
comparative study of electoral systems (CSES) project. Relying on a few robust
indicators, it provides a bird’s-eye view that gives us a solid baseline to evaluate
the role of political parties in modern democracies. In short, parties remain of
crucial importance in each link of the democratic chain. The developments
described and analyzed in the literature thus may indicate more change than
decline. Clearly, no particular political party model is going to last, while political
parties, as a viable but evolving mechanism, may still flourish.

Still, political parties seem weaker, or—to phrase it differently—less dominant,
today than they once were. Regardless whether we interpret the developments as
change or decline, the relevance of the different “faces” of political parties and the
different functions of parties is not equally affected. Of all their functions, political
parties in Western Europe have best been able to preserve that of organizing
government (Miiller and Strgm 2004; Strgm and Svasand 1997: 453). While it is
easy to see that parties compete with social movements in mobilizing voters, that
personalities attract voters more than anonymous organizations, ideologies, and
ancient labels, and that parties leave it to other actors to actually formulate poli-
cies, it is hard to see individual political institutions making decisions and even
more so to coordinate between them without the ordering force of political parties.
In short, governing is the parties’ least dispensable function. Therefore, Strgm
(2000: 182) has identified the parties in government as the since qua non of
modern parties. It is the role of political parties in organizing government and its
relations to other aspects of party politics to which the present book is devoted.

1.2 Contribution to the Study of Party Government

Given the centrality of political parties in modern democracies, most research on
these systems either directly addresses their internal functioning and activities or
asks research questions, the answers of which are critical for assessing the role of
political parties. As political science has moved from describing institutions to the
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thorough analysis of behavior within these institutions and the interactions between
them, more work now speaks to this question. The inevitable consequences of the
maturing and institutionalization of the discipline of political science in many
countries include the forming of subfields and specialized research communities. At
the same time, the number of democracies has vastly increased since the 1980s and
although not each attempt at democratization was eventually successful, more and
more heterogeneous systems with some form of party competition exist than ever
before. As a consequence, the literature addressing the large issues of party
democracy spreads over many research fields and has become difficult for individual
students of party democracy and party governance to master.

The underlying trends are not unique to the study of party politics. The disci-
pline has responded with increased efforts at reviewing its fields of study and
publishing books and articles with that purpose in mind. In recent years, several
renowned publishers have begun publishing series of handbooks that review larger
fields of study. Another such effort is the Annual Review of Political Science, a
yearbook with a diverse set of review articles ranging over the entire discipline in
each volume. The present volume steers a middle course by reviewing and
advancing a subfield of party research. In doing so, it departs from the idea that the
unique contribution of political parties to the working of democracy is their role in
organizing government. Consequently, the main focus is not on the internal
functioning of political parties or the role of political parties in structuring and
organizing elections, but rather the legislative and the governmental arenas.
Clearly, these are interrelated with the electoral and internal arenas. Several
chapters explicitly address these mutual relations.

The chapters in this book differ in scope. While some address broad topics and
extensive literature, some themes are more specialized and the relevant literature
smaller. Depending on such factors, the chapters devote more or less space to
reviewing the literature relative to advancing new ideas and presenting results
from original research. In reviewing the literature, the chapters extract important
substantive results and highlight the role of political parties as governing orga-
nizations. The discussion of the literature also aims at identifying achievements
and limitations of the extant research and from there suggest promising avenues
and issues for further research. Yet, the chapters addressing more specialized
topics typically do not confine themselves to reviewing the literature. As it would
often not be possible to build the chapters’ arguments on what can be extracted
from the extant research, the authors introduce new data and analyses to the study
of parties in their governing roles.

Four chapters address the party in government most directly. Benjamin Nyblade
reviews one of the most advanced fields in comparative politics, research into
government formation. His contribution shows that this research area displays an
accumulation—from the early study of the 1950s and early 1960s to the present—
and mutual acceptance of very different research strategies that unfortunately are
uncommon in political science. The chapter focuses on the diverse nature of the
actors involved in government formation, various forms of uncertainty that impact
on this process, and the bargaining environment, in particular political institutions.
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It highlights the gains from a dynamic understanding of government formation, as
exemplified by the choice between a greater share of payoffs now (in a stable
cabinet considered less stable) against a smaller share of more durable payoffs (in a
government that a priori would be considered more stable).

The Chap. 2 devoted to parties in executive office by Torbjorn Bergman,
Alejandro Ecker, and Wolfgang C. Miiller is devoted to the challenges and
solutions the internal organization of government poses to the cabinet parties.
They formulate three specific challenges to which parties should be able to respond
both from a normative perspective and to foster their own prospects for reelection.
The chapter then reviews what we know from the extant research on the internal
organization of government under single-party majority and minority rule and
coalition government both with and without the backing of a parliamentary
majority from the cabinet parties. The chapter shows which mechanisms are in
place and discusses whether and how they help the government parties in meeting
the challenges.

Next, Thomas Saalfeld turns to government stability and duration. This research
area very early has settled on a relatively small set of explanations and much of its
considerable progress has related to technical advances and combining these
explanations in a parsimonious framework. While there are many important
contributions to the field, non-specialists often may have difficulties to understand
the precise nature of their advance. One of the few truly pathbreaking contribu-
tions is Lupia and Strgm’s (1995) strategic model of cabinet termination—leading
to either early elections or cabinet replacement in a sitting parliament—or rene-
gotiation of the existing coalition. Saalfeld’s review focuses on the contributions
that, like Lupia and Strgm’s, introduce new perspectives on the study of gov-
ernment duration, but he remains particularly concerned with that of Lupia and
Strgm. Despite the generally recognized importance of this theoretical contribu-
tion, most of its propositions have remained waiting for empirical testing. Saalfeld
shows how this gap in research can be narrowed with the help of existing datasets
and carries out such a test on data from 28 European democracies for the entire
post-war period. His work confirms some of the strategic predictions of the Lupia—
Strgm model.

G. Bingham Powell relates the institutions of government and party behavior to
the electoral arena. He begins by outlining the normative expectations vested in
elections and the problems that might arise at this stage of the democratic chain.
The ideal of electoral responsiveness—as a shortcut for preference responsive-
ness—comes in two versions: majoritarianism and proportionality, resting on
different institutional foundations. The chapter then asks whether electorally
responsive elections result in government policies that reflect the voters’ prefer-
ences reviewing the work on policy congruence between voters and government.
While Powell finds majoritarian and proportional systems to be very similar in
their long-term effects, he also stresses the importance of short-term congruence
that is more likely under PR institutions. Once policy congruence is replaced by
sensitivity to sanctions as ideal, however, the picture is reversed. As both are
important to the quality of democracy, the “sweet spot” that responds to both
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concerns is normatively desirable and might be constituted by low-magnitude PR
systems. The chapter concludes by explaining why democratic elections—indis-
pensible as they are—must remain an imperfect mechanism to achieve the dem-
ocratic ideal.

Three chapters address political parties in the legislative arena. Rudy B.
Andeweg’s contribution proceeds from the understanding that political opposi-
tion—that is providing alternatives in terms of government office teams and pol-
icies—is indispensable to vital democracy. His review of the comparative
government literature identifies several constellations where the lines of division
between government and opposition are blurred in the parliamentary arena. The
contribution raises normative concerns that emerge from such blurring.

While most aspects of party politics have seen considerable academic attention,
as argued above often up to a point where it is extremely costly for it the non-
specialist to keep pace with the research front, parliamentary party organization is
a relatively neglected field. On the one hand, this is astonishing, as under the rule
of law parliament in most instances is the ultimate decision maker and high levels
of party unity in parliamentary voting and behavior owe much to the diligent
organization at the party level. Two contributions address parliamentary parties
from different perspectives. Knut Heidar places parliamentary party groups in the
democratic chain both within institutions and political parties with the help of the
principal-agent approach. The chapter identifies five basic patterns that emerge
from the party system and institutional configurations at the system level.

In the second contribution on parliamentary parties, Simon Hug turns to the
research field of parliamentary voting studies. It has seen early structuring by a few
landmark studies, but then experienced slow progress limited to a few countries.
Quite simply, in most countries, both the data and the incentive for studying par-
liamentary voting were lacking. The use of electronic voting in many parliaments
has removed much of the first obstacle, and consequently, the field has seen greatly
increased attention in recent years. Hug’s comprehensive review of extant research
shows the important progress parliamentary voting studies have taken recently. Yet,
there is always the danger that when a child gets a hammer, it will discover that
everything needs pounding. While roll-call votes are unique in providing individual-
level data on a crucial stage of the political decision-making process, not all infer-
ences that have been made from the analyses of these data can be made without
making important qualifications. Hug’s contribution identifies the contextual factors
that need to be incorporated into the analysis to maximize returns.

The chapter by Karin Dyrstad and Ola Listhaug relates parliament to the
electoral arena. Given the dominance of political parties over parliament, this
provides a perspective on how citizens evaluate party government more generally,
distinct from the current majority and government. Applying a long-term view of
European parliaments from the earliest measurement of confidence in parliaments
to the present, they describe and explain developments. Descriptively, they show
that parliaments in the mature democracies of Western Europe have faired much
better than their counterparts in the new democracies of post-Communist states.
Analytically, they show that the variation in political institutions such as electoral
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systems and regime types have less effect on levels of trust than policy perfor-
mance and hence the outcomes produced by government. Drystad and Listhaug
also compare trust in parliaments with that in other political institutions and pri-
vate actors.

In Chap. 10, Oddbjgrn Knutsen addresses the classic topic of social structural
determinants of party choice. While the relationship of factors such as class and
gender party alignments to the parties’ governing function is more indirect, the
presence or absence of such ties is nevertheless important for performing it. Long-
term linkages known to the political parties provide them with clear representative
and policy-making tasks. Living up to such expectations, in turn, reinforces the
linkages. Such behavior should result in overall higher levels of trust in institutions
and decision makers, but it should also contribute to transparency and rationality
of the political process. Knutsen addresses classic class variables, gender, religious
affiliations, and new divisions running through the large middle class and their
development over time. He arrives at the conclusion that these changes have
caused strategic policy change and the spatial repositioning of political parties.

While several chapters address how political parties perform within the existing
institutional frameworks, one more chapter looks at the role of political parties in
building and adapting these institutions. Shane Martin and Bjgrn Erik Rasch
address the role of political parties in constitutional change. Obviously, constitu-
tional politics is a highly political matter and particularly relevant for party gov-
ernment. Yet, with a few notable exceptions, until now it has largely remained the
province of constitutional lawyers. The authors present a theoretical model of
party behavior in constitution making, review the institutional constraints on
constitutional change in place in Europe and other established democracies, and
provide anecdotal evidence of constitutional amendment processes highlighting
the relevance of their approach.

The final two chapters address the major issue of party development. Some of
the most influential studies in party research have applied a developmental per-
spective and the use of bold contrasting models. Think of Kirchheimer (1966) and
Katz and Mair (1995) who projected contemporary party changes further into the
future and built powerful models of new types of political parties. In her contri-
bution, Nicole Bolleyer contrasts the experience of long-standing political parties
with new (and often viable) additions to the party system. This contrast allows her
to challenge the idea that some features of the parties we have known for many
decades are really features of parties sui generis. In short, party rooting in the
electorate and much of mass organizations are dispensable features of old-fash-
ioned parties, though some organizational institutionalization to provide leadership
renewal is essential. At the same time, she arrives at the conclusion that political
parties are still the best-suited providers of governance. The parties “movement to
the state” (Katz and Mair 2009) then perhaps are not to be bemoaned but accepted
as inevitable even more so as it is embedded in a broad trend of different voluntary
organizations going through similar developments. As Bolleyer argues, political
parties might then be less sui generis in their development than often assumed.
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We have already mentioned that the third wave of democracy has greatly
increased the number of systems that allow for democratic competition, as has the
number of parties. In his contribution, Lars Svasand looks at political parties in
new democracies and asks whether our conceptual apparatus developed in long-
standing democracies is adequate to come to grips with these systems and orga-
nizations, and what the similarities and differences are between political parties in
both types of systems. Going through the relevant research, the author finds that
the differences are overwhelming. For instance, he shows that concepts derived
from the Western experience would take a very different meaning if applied one-
to-one in the new context and that the classic categories of typologies mostly
would remain empty if applied to the parties of new democracies.

1.3 Kaare Strgm and the Study of Party Government

In advancing the agenda laid out here, the book speaks to the career-long research
theme of Professor Kaare Strgm. The editors and authors want to present this book to
him on the occasion of his 60th birthday. The book has not been planned as a typical
Festschrift that gives preference to accommodating the thematic interests of a set of
individuals selected on the basis of their relationship to the jubilarian. Rather, the
editors have selected a theme that relates to his research concern and have then
recruited a set of authors on the basis of their expertise to contribute a specific
chapter to a structure that aims at addressing multiple dimensions of political parties
as governing organizations. While not all authors have a personal relationship with
Professor Strgm as co-authors or departmental colleagues, all share admiration for
his work. The book thus is planned to fill a gap in the literature.

Throughout his career, Kaare Strgm has advanced the study of political parties
in many ways. Most of this research is related to political parties as organizers of
democratic government. Among the wealth of his contributions to this broad
research field, we would like to single out four more specialized topics to which
Kaare Strgm, alone and in collaboration with others, has made particularly sig-
nificant contributions. In introducing these topics, we proceed in chronological
order. Naturally, our brief discussion of each of the themes cannot do justice to the
finer detail of his various contributions. We also limit our discussion to what we
consider the most significant contributions. We hasten to add that the diligent
student of these topics will find valuable ideas and results also in Strgm’s other
publications devoted to the relevant issue.

The first theme is minority cabinets. Studying a topic that for a long time had
been considered obscure or pathologic—signaling crisis or decay—is perhaps an
unlikely candidate to raise the attention and win the admiration of the discipline.
Yet, this is exactly what his articles and the book (originally his Stanford dis-
sertation) on minority cabinets did (Strgm 1984, 1986, 1990a). This work showed
that minority cabinets are the outcome of rational party strategies and can be
expected under conditions specified in his work. Specifically, they may be the
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optimal outcome when policy and electoral concerns weigh-in considerably and
the institutions of government make a strategy of exercising policy influence from
the opposition benches viable.

The work on minority cabinets has already revealed the fact that party goals are
more complex than assumed in the classics of the modern study of coalition
governments (Riker 1962; Axelrod 1970; de Swaan 1973) but still predictable. The
triad of vote-seeking, office-seeking, and policy-seeking party goals and the
conditions that make political parties to opt for one of them in situations where
they cannot be achieved simultaneously is what we consider his second major
contribution to the study of political parties. Strgm’s (1990b) conceptual article
and joint work with one of the editors (Miiller and Strgm 1999) showed that the
complexity of decision making by political parties in case of goal conflicts can be
systematically addressed and can provide important insights into the nature of
political parties.

Coalition governments have prominently figured in both the work on minority
cabinets and party goals; they are the main topic in another line of research. An
article by Strgm et al. (1994) gave a forceful impulse to the systematic study of the
role political institutions exercise in coalition politics. Strgm’s work on a failed
attempt at government formation in Norway highlights the relevance of these
considerations in an exemplary case study (Strgm 1994). We have already men-
tioned the important work by Lupia and Strgm (1995) when introducing the chapter
by Thomas Saalfeld. In joint work with the co-editor of this volume and several of its
contributors, Kaare Strgm has then made a powerful contribution to the emerging
study of what happens between coalition formation and termination (Miiller and
Strgm 2000, Strgm et al. 2008). These studies were among the first—and certainly
the most comprehensive—to provide systematic insights into coalition governance.
One of the innovations is the introduction of a life cycle approach.

This work on government coalitions goes together with a major attempt of the
same group of scholars to provide new conceptual insights into the institutions of
parliamentary government with the help of the principal-agent approach and a
massive collection of institutional data. A first conceptual mapping (Bergman et al.
2000) was followed by a major study comprising all Western European democ-
racies that applies this framework systematically (Strgm et al. 2003). In more
specialized work with Steven Swindle Strgm provided what is still the state of the
art on parliamentary dissolution (Strgm and Swindle 2002), while he explored the
role of non-party actors in top executive office in joint work with Octavio Amorim
Neto (Amorim Neto and Strgm 2006). Kaare Strgm continued and further deep-
ened the study of political delegation and accountability in joint work with Tor-
bjorn Bergman in the context of the five Nordic countries. In these studies, the
authors identify a trend toward Madisonian democracy in some of the heartland
countries of parliamentary government (Bergman and Strgm 2011).

In recent work, Kaare Strgm has considerably expanded the geographical and
thematic scope of his studies. He is now engaged in a major project on the
important question of how democracy and peace can be maintained in post-conflict
societies (Oberg and Strgm 2007). Predictably, political parties and institutions
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loom large in this enterprise that, we are sure, will take similar importance as his
research on established democracies reviewed here in exemplary rather than
comprehensive form.
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Chapter 2
Government Formation in Parliamentary
Democracies

Benjamin Nyblade

Abstract In parliamentary democracies, governments are based on bargains
among politicians and parties. These bargains, both implicit and explicit, have
profound implications not only for who gets into government, but how they
govern, how long they endure, and how voters respond. This chapter examines the
development and testing of bargaining models of government formation, following
its evolution from simple abstract models that rest on strong assumptions to
examine more nuanced and complex models of government formation. It focuses
in particular on recent theoretical and empirical developments that aim to better
capturing the diverse nature of the actors involved in government formation and
their various goals, as well as better specify the nature and variation in bargaining
processes and bargaining context.

Keywords Government formation - Coalition government - Parliamentary
democracy

2.1 Introduction

Whether one relies on the classic definition of politics as “Who gets what, when
and how’ (Lasswell 1958) or more recent versions such as ‘the process through
which individual and groups reach agreement on a course of common, or col-
lective, action—even as they disagree on the intended goals of that action’
(Kernell et al. 2010), the issue of who enters government is one of the central
concerns of political scientists. As such, it is unsurprising that both the study of the
determinants of regime types—the rules by which governments are formed—and
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the study of government formation itself are among the most developed and also
vibrant areas of study in the comparative study of politics. Understanding what
influences which political actors take charge of government is a fundamental and
timeless question for political scientists.

Indeed, the question of what determines which political actors form government
is such a large and fundamental question that any brief work that seeks to review it
in its entirety is likely doomed to failure before beginning. Thus, although there
are many parallels to the work discussed here in scholarship that considers
coalitions and government formation in non-democracies (e.g., Acemoglu et al.
2008; Magaloni 2008) and in presidential democracies (e.g., Altman 2000;
Cheibub et al. 2004; Amorim-Neto 2006; Amorim-Neto and Strgm 2006), this
chapter focuses on the question of the determinants of formation of governments in
parliamentary democracies.

In parliamentary democracies, bargaining among parties and politicians is
central to understanding government formation. Governments are formed based on
bargains among politicians and parties over policy and the benefits of office,
bargains which are made in the shadow of past and future elections. These bar-
gains, both implicit and explicit, have profound implications not only for who gets
into government, but how they govern (Bergman and Miiller, in this volume), how
long they endure (Saalfeld, in this volume), and how voters respond (Powell, in
this volume). This chapter examines the development and testing of this bar-
gaining approach to government formation, following its evolution from simple
abstract models that rest on strong assumptions to examine more nuanced and
complex models of government formation. It focuses in particular on recent the-
oretical and empirical developments that focus on better capturing (1) the diverse
nature of the actors involved in government formation and their various goals,
(2) the various forms of uncertainty that may complicate government formation,
and (3) the decision rules, political institutions, and other aspects of the broader
bargaining environment that may play a decisive role in government formation.

The study of government formation is one in which scholars have been quite
self-conscious about building on previous scholarship and simultaneously seeking
to incrementally develop theoretic and empirical improvements, and there have
been a number of reviews that cover similar terrain published over the last fifteen
years (Laver 1998; Diermeier 2006; Strgm and Nyblade 2007; Miiller 2009). As
such, the space devoted here to reviewing well-trod ground is minimized in favor
of critically assessing lines of research, presenting recent scholarship that has yet
to be included in other reviews, and highlighting avenues for future research.

2.2 History of the Field

The study of government formation has been one of the most consistently active
topics in the study of comparative politics over the past forty years, and one in
which incremental progress, theoretically, methodologically, and empirically, has
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been most clear. Generally, scholars in the study of coalition government have
been conscious of not simply ‘reinventing the wheel.” When adopting new theo-
retic approaches or empirical methods, scholars have consciously and conscien-
tiously referenced and built on the work that has come before them.

The theoretical antecedents of the contemporary study of government formation
are perhaps most prominently tied to more general early theories of bargaining
theory and coalition formation such as can be found in classics of game theory and
decision theory such as von Neumann and Morgenstern (1953) and Shapley and
Shubik (1954). Most early instances of scholarship that explicitly considered
government (coalition) formation in light of bargaining theory in the 1960s and
1970s focused on understanding coalition formation as a fixed-sum game in which
the benefits of coalition formation were divided among those who entered office.
The most prominent early political application of a game-theoretic bargaining logic
to political coalition formation was in the work of Riker (1962). Riker brought into
political science von Neumann and Morgenstern’s theoretic argument suggesting
that in equilibrium, minimal winning coalitions (MWCs) should form and even
argued that among minimal winning coalitions (coalitions in which all parties were
necessary to be winning), the minimum winning coalition (the smallest majority
coalition) should form. A similar informal argument can be found in Gamson’s
(1961) argument that the ‘cheapest winning coalition’ should be likely to form.

Direct application of bargaining models that incorporated only concerns about
the distribution of office benefits to understanding government formation in par-
liamentary democracies found some support (Dodd 1976), but overall scholarship
suggested they were inadequate quite early on (e.g., Browne 1973; Taylor and
Laver 1973; De Swaan 1973; Franklin and Mackie 1984), suggesting the impor-
tance of including factors beyond the distribution of office benefits in theories of
government formation. Quite specific predictions, such as Riker’s argument about
minimum winning coalitions forming, were found to be extremely inaccurate
when applied to government formation in parliamentary democracies. Even pre-
dictions that allowed for a larger number of outcomes, such as the prediction that
minimal winning coalitions form, were found to be successful at best roughly
50 % of the time. Crucially, both surplus majority coalitions, in which some
parties did not contribute to the majority status of the government in parliament,
and minority governments, in which the government did not control a majority of
seats in parliament, occurred with great regularity and were difficult to explain
with existing office-based models of government formation. While the literature
had developed ad hoc explanations for many of these outcomes, it was not until the
1980s that more systematic attempts to explain minority governments (e.g., Strgm
1984, 1990a; Laver and Shepsle 1993) and surplus governments (Strgm 1990a;
Laver and Schofield 1990) came to prominence.

Much of this latter work built on earlier recognition of the inadequacies of
purely office-based theories of government formation. Scholars, particularly
starting in the 1970s, began to build theories of government formation more
explicitly centered on the ideological dispositions and policy preferences of par-
ties. De Swaan (1973) is largely credited as developing the first theory of
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government formation in which policy considerations are dominant, although
policy considerations had previously been incorporated in part in works by
Axelrod (1970) and Leisersen (1966) among others. In moving away from office-
based theories of government formation, De Swaan was crucially questioning the
dominant (yet often implicit) conception of the nature of the bargaining game that
underpinned theories of government formation. Previous office-based theories
modeled government formation as a fixed-sum game, treating government for-
mation as bargaining over a prize that could be readily divided among those who
won office in whatever manner they saw fit. De Swaan, however, focused on
government formation not as a one-shot prize to be divided among the winners, but
as the key step in bargaining over the policy positions that government would take
once in office. Thus, even if a coalition between the far-left party and far-right
party might be minimum winning (in Riker’s terminology) and thus allow for the
‘optimal’ division of office benefits, if parties primarily care about the policies that
are made while in government, such a coalition may no longer make sense.

In moving toward a greater focus on policy concerns, scholars began to bring in
the literature on spatial modeling of politics and policy, most prominently intro-
duced to political science in Downs (1957), who in turn drew on classic work by
Black (1958) among others. This line of work highlights that when preferences can
be reliably arrayed along a single dimension, the actor at the median position has
particularly strong bargaining power. At the extreme, classic ‘pure’ policy-seeking
models could predict that the median party in parliament should form government
by itself, regardless of majority or minority status. The party’s power should both
be stable and it should be able to implement policies consistent with its ideal point.
The positions such a party proposed could not be defeated in parliamentary votes,
as there would exist no parliamentary majority that would ever prefer the status
quo to that party’s ideal point, assuming sincere voting by all actors.

However, like extreme office-seeking models of government formation, a pure
policy-seeking approach to understanding government formation runs into both
theoretical challenges and flies in the face of the empirical record. At the theoretic
level, just as it seems limiting to imagine that government formation is simply
bargaining over a fixed-sum pie of office ‘goodies,” it is hard to imagine that
bargaining over government formation excludes the consideration of the office
benefits that do exist. Even remaining within a policy-centric approach to mod-
eling government formation, it has generally been recognized that in spatial
models of policy-making, it is frequently important to move beyond the simple
unidimensional approach to politics. Politics in most parliamentary democracies
are not simply about a single dominant cleavage, and the predictions about the
privileged position of a median party weaken or entirely disappear as one incor-
porates additional policy dimensions (e.g., McKelvey 1976; Schofield 1978).

A prominent attempt to move policy-seeking theories of government formation
to multiple dimensions is the portfolio allocation—-based approach of Laver and
Shepsle (1990a, 1994, 1996; see also Austen-Smith and Banks 1990). This
approach incorporates the underlying logic of structure-induced equilibrium in
spatial models (e.g., Shepsle 1979; Shepsle and Weingast 1981) to government
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formation by effectively limiting the policy choices possible in bargaining over
government formation to those of the ideal parties across the entirely separate
dimensions. Thus, a coalition government will be formed when a stable bargain
may be struck by placing one party in charge of one portfolio (and assuming that
the party will implement its preferred policies on that policy dimension) and a
different party in charge of a different portfolio. While this approach does not
guarantee a clear prediction about government formation—for some configura-
tions of seats and preferences there will be no equilibrium government—it rep-
resents the most prominent attempt to develop multidimensional spatial models in
theories of government formation. However, the strong assumptions underlying
this approach have been extensively criticized and the empirical performance of
the model has been questioned (e.g., Warwick 1996; Dunleavy and Bastow 2001;
Lupia and Strgm 2008). A range of alternative models incorporating both office
and policy concerns also rose to prominence, for example, van Roozendaal (1990),
Crombez (1996), Sened (1996) and Debus (2008), models that collectively tended
to suggest that when the distribution of policy preferences and parliamentary seat
shares concentrated bargaining power in the hands of a single-actor, minority
governments were more likely to form, whereas MWCs and surplus majority
governments were more likely to form in situations in which bargaining power was
more widely distributed.

Alternatively, scholars who have emphasized policy concerns have focused not
simply on the importance of median parties (or their multidimensional analogs), but
on the possible role of policy distance and contiguity among political parties. At
times, this has been incorporated together with office-seeking theories, as in
Axelrod’s (1970) suggestion of the appeal of the minimum connected winning
coalition (MCWC). Budge and Keman (1990) pulled together many earlier argu-
ments highlighting how certain parties (e.g., ‘anti-system’ parties) may not be
plausible candidates for government formation because they hold positions too
extreme for other parties to be able to work with them. This latter approach has been
elaborated and extended more systematically by Warwick’s work on policy hori-
zons (Warwick 2000, 2005, 2006). However, accurately identifying the real policy
horizons of parties is empirically quite challenging—indeed, one can imagine
strategic incentives for parties to misrepresent their policy horizons, and it is not
clear to what extent past policy horizons can or should accurately predict future
policy horizons. At best, the approach primarily serves to rule a subset of potential
governments out, rather than understand the government that actually does form.

Overall, despite the limitations of pure policy-seeking theories, empirical tests
of government formation have consistently found that median parties, particularly
median parties that are not quite small, are privileged when it comes to govern-
ment formation (Martin and Stevenson 2001). Furthermore, typically governments
that are compact ideologically are more likely to form than alternatives which are
less compact. Overall, purely policy-based theories typically outperform purely
office-based theories when compared head to head, although relatively few
scholars at this point would suggest that exclusively focusing on one or the other is
the way forward in studying government formation.



18 B. Nyblade

From early on in the study of government formation, scholars have suggested
incorporating both policy and office concerns in theories and empirical studies
(e.g., Leisersen 1966; Axelrod 1970). By the 1980s and 1990s, this approach was
firmly established (e.g., Budge and Laver 1986; Laver and Schofield 1990; Strgm
et al.1994). Conceiving of parties and politicians as having complex motivations
creates both theoretic and empirical challenges. Theoretically, how do we know or
understand when parties will trade off one goal for another? Empirically, is it
possible to operationalize and assess the (potentially varying) importance of the
motives of parties?

The most prominent attempt to theorize how parties manage their multiple
motivations comes from Strgm 1990b, a work which was further refined along
with the collaboration of a prominent group of scholars providing further theoretic
development through careful empirical work focusing on ‘tough’ situations in
which parties are forced to trade off among their multiple goals (Miiller and Strgm
1998). Strgm’s ‘behavioral theory’ focuses on how parties not only trade off policy
versus office considerations at times—being willing to give up office perks for
policy, or vice versa, but on how parties incorporate dynamic considerations, and
may also give up on current policy gains or office benefits in order to ensure the
garner of more votes, and thus have greater potential for office or policy benefits in
the future. While not exclusively focused on questions of government formation,
work focused on understanding the preferences and motives of parties remains
crucial for understanding government formation, as almost all approaches to
understanding government formation have treated parties as acting instrumentally
when bargaining over government formation.

This line of work also highlights a more general development in the literature
since the 1980s to incorporate considerations beyond simply policy positions and
office benefits in theorizing and empirical studies of government formation. This
has gone hand in hand, not entirely coincidentally, with the move from cooperative
game-theoretic models to non-cooperative game-theoretic models. While coop-
erative game-theoretic models of coalition formation could be structured based
solely on party attributes, using the seat shares and policy preferences of political
parties, moving to non-cooperative models required greater specification of (and/or
stronger assumptions about) the bargaining environment and bargaining proce-
dures that government formation entailed. Baron (1989) is seen as the first direct
application of non-cooperative bargaining theory to the formation of coalitions,
applying the Baron-Ferejohn (1989) model of legislative bargaining to coalition
formation. Baron’s work over the subsequent twenty years has continued to be
among the most influential in modeling coalition formation from a non-coopera-
tive perspective (e.g., Baron 1991, 1993, 1998, Baron and Diermeier 2001). In
adapting to non-cooperative approaches to understanding bargaining, scholars
were forced to grapple with questions of the extent to which, for example, bar-
gaining over coalition formation was similar to the assumptions built into basic
non-cooperative bargaining models such as Rubinstein’s (1982) classic alternating
offers model. Consideration of the relative ‘patience’ of parties in the bargaining
process, as well as the recognition procedures for which actors could make
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proposals for government formation and in what order these proposals would be
made became more of a consideration, as these factors were seen as crucial in the
relevant scholarship on non-cooperative bargaining games (e.g., Diermeier and
Merlo 2004). The implications of most non-cooperative bargaining models for the
existence of a ‘formateur advantage’ has recently led to a healthy empirical and
methodological debate about whether the empirical record of coalition government
matches the underlying theories (e.g., Warwick and Druckman 2001; Ansolabe-
here et al. 2005; Carroll and Cox 2007), contra Gamson’s Law, named for the
empirical regularity noted in Gamson (1961) of proportional allocation of cabinet
portfolios among coalition government members.

In moving to greater specification of the bargaining procedures and environ-
ment in understanding government formation, many scholars brought in consid-
eration of various factors in the 1980s through the present that were largely absent
in previous works, even though antecedents could readily be traced to work such
as Adrian and Press (1968) which highlighted the importance of transaction costs
in coalition formation. Franklin and Mackie (1983) suggested that historical
context and familiarity of parties in working together might play an important role.
Crucial to Strgm’s (1984, 1990a) account of minority government formation is
placing government formation in a broader legislative and electoral context.
Similarly, Luebbert’s (1984) influential work highlights how leaders bargaining
over government formation do so in the shadow of the influence of their party’s
mass membership and the broader electoral context. Formal and empirical work
attempting to incorporate electoral competition in a policy space as the key feature
in understanding the dynamics of coalition formation is central to Schofield’s work
in this field in the 1990s (most prominently Schofield 1993 and 1997). The work of
Mershon (1996, 2002) highlights how the broader political context influences drop
and how parties perceive and attempt to influence the costs and benefits of gov-
ernment membership. A number of scholars came to emphasize the potential
importance of a range of legislative and executive rules that either directly govern
coalition formation or indirectly influence coalition formation, including a wide
range of constitutional rules (e.g., Diermeier et al. 2003, 2006), and in particular
bicameralism (Druckman and Thies 2002; Druckman et al. 2005; Diermeier et al.
2007). The influence of wide range of political institutions have been argued to be
particularly influential on the type of government formed (minority, minimal
winning, or surplus majority), for example, Bergman (1993), Carrubba and Volden
(2000), Jungar (2000), and Volden and Carruba (2004).

This trend in the 1990s toward emphasizing the broader context within which
coalition formation occurs has continued in the early twenty-first century as well,
for example, in the work of Golder (2006a, b), who highlights how electoral
coalitions influence government formation, and articles such as those previously
mentioned by Diermeier et al. (2003, 2006, 2007), which highlight how variation
in fundamental constitutional institutions, as well as expectations concerning
government durability may fundamentally influence coalition formation. Books
such as the two recent edited volumes by Strgm et al. (2003, 2008) have
emphasized the broader political context within which government and coalition
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formation occurs, and how all stages of the ‘democratic life cycle’ in parlia-
mentary democracies, including government formation (Mitchell and Nyblade
2008), are influenced by a wide range of institutional, contextual, and electoral
factors, along with more conventional office-seeking and policy-seeking motives
generally ascribed to parties. These works highlight how recent scholarship has
continued this trend of emphasizing the importance of understanding government
formation as bargaining in a broader electoral and political context, rather than
treating government formation as an isolated, one-shot game.

Overall, studies of government formation over the past 50 years have seen a
gradual evolution from simple cooperative game-theoretic roots and studies pri-
marily focused on how parties’ office and policy motivations drive coalition
bargains, to studies that have incorporated a richer ‘objective function’ for parties
and more detail about the institutional, contextual, and dynamic factors that
influence bargaining over government formation.

2.3 Major Lines of Research

There are many potential ways of dividing and characterizing the major lines of
research in government formation. For example, one could divide the literature
into works that are primarily about theory development, works aimed at theory
testing, and work whose primary contribution is empirical description. One can
make finer distinctions within these categories—for example, one can divide
theories into those that use formal game-theoretic models and those that do not and
divide empirical work by use of quantitative or qualitative data, or empirical work
that seeks to test a specific hypothesis versus providing a broader assessment of
government formation more generally (for a valuable review of the literature using
this approach to dividing the literature, see Miiller 2009). However, rather than
divide work by how much they pursue these complementary objectives, in this
section I provide an alternative approach that illustrates the diversity and unity of
the field in a different perspective. I suggest that it may be particularly useful to
understand the literature in terms of how it understands (1) the actors involved in
bargaining over government formation and (2) characterizes the nature of the
bargaining ‘game.’

Almost all theories of government formation treat (unitary) parties as the rel-
evant actors. While there have been notable exceptions (Laver and Shepsle 1990b;
Strgm 1994; Druckman 1996), most scholars rely on the assumption of parties as
unitary actors and defend it in similar logic to that laid out by Laver and Schofield
(1990), who comment that ‘There can be no doubt that parties are not unitary
actors for many of the purposes for which political scientists may be interested in
them. For the purposes of coalition theory, however, this assumption turns out to
be not quite as serious as it appears at first sight. This is because European political
parties are, by and large, well disciplined.’
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Although there has been general unity in the extent to which parties are the
actors focused on in systemic theorizing about and empirical studies of govern-
ment formation, there has been much less unity in the characterizing parties’ goals.
As discussed in the previous section, scholars have primarily varied in the extent to
which they emphasize office versus policy goals in their work, with a relatively
smaller share of scholars considering vote-seeking or other goals that parties may
prioritize as well. This may be in part because these other goals are perhaps more
instrumental in nature. For example, vote-seeking behavior by parties is generally
seen as a means to greater (future) policy influence and/or office benefits (e.g.,
Strgm 1990a). However, to the extent that parties are willing to trade off on policy
or office goals today in favor of votes or other goals, even if those other goals are
simply proxies for intertemporal trade-offs on future policy or office benefits,
theories, and empirical studies that focus only on current policy and office benefits
for parties are necessarily underspecified.

Temporal dynamics are important not only for better understanding the actors
involved in bargaining over government formation, but matter crucially in how the
bargaining game is conceptualized by scholars. While there has been a fair amount
of variation in the goals ascribed to parties in studies of government formation,
there has been even greater variation in the characterization of the process of
government formation and the nature of the potential payoffs parties receive from
forming government.

Perhaps, the simplest way —and one that is not necessarily too simplistic for
some cases at least—is to think of government formation as bargaining over a
single fixed pie of office benefits, as exemplified by the logic laid out in Riker
(1962). A competing, but ultimately similar approach, is to conceive of govern-
ment formation as being about bargaining over a single instance of policy choice
(whether unidimensional or multidimensional). Although the analytic challenges
in building office and policy-based models of government formation may be dif-
ferent, one can group theories of government formation that ultimately rest on
‘single-shot’ bargaining perspectives over policy and/or office together as having,
on one dimension at least, a common understanding of the bargaining
environment.

More challenging, both theoretically and for empirical testing are approaches to
understanding government formation in a dynamic framework. That is to say,
government formation is not about choosing policy or dividing office just at one
point in time, but setting up government in the shadow of the future and in a
manner that may be influenced by the past. Indeed, one of the most important steps
scholars have made in the literature in recent decades, which further complicates
specification of theoretic models and empirical testing, is insisting that government
formation is not simply a single-shot bargaining game with one-time policy, office,
and/or vote payoffs. Central to the work of Diermeier and Merlo (2000) and
Diermeier et al. (2002, 2003), for example, is that the expected durability of
governments vary, and parties may thus trade off their share of government against
the government’s likely durability. For example, a party may choose between
having a greater share of the pie in less durability minority government, versus
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having a smaller share of the pie in a more durable majority or surplus majority
government. This suggests that government formation and durability may be
inextricably linked, thus complicating attempts to study the two independently.
Other recent scholarship has also emphasized the importance of temporal
dynamics in government formation, which both complicates and enriches our
understanding of the nature of bargaining over government formation, and is
discussed further in the following section.

All in all, the attention placed on various aspects of actors’ motivations, as well
as the characterization of the nature and consequences of bargaining over gov-
ernment formation, provides the key delineations among research in government
formation, and, as suggested below, provides a template for understanding recent
developments in the field and areas for potential future development.

2.4 Recent Research Frontiers

We can roughly divide the recent research frontiers into scholarship that seeks to
better understand the actors involved in government formation (their identity,
preferences, and motivations) and those that seek to better understand the nature of
the bargaining process. Overall, we can identify a broad trend to move toward
theoretical approaches and empirical testing that highlight the complex motiva-
tions of actors involved in bargaining over coalition formation, and a trend toward
studying government formation beyond its traditional focus on Western Europe,
and emphasizing the importance of understanding the broader context in which
bargaining over government formation occurs, in particular scholarship has
highlighted how the history of government formation, the electoral environmental,
institutional rules, and specific procedures for government formation may influ-
ence coalition formation.

The reliance on unitary political parties as the key actors in theorizing about,
and empirically studying coalition formation remains the predominant perspective
in the cross-national literature on government formation. While qualitative work
on specific governments that format has always considered these factors, efforts to
highlight the importance of intra-party politics remain in a comparative and sys-
tematic fashion remain largely under-studied. However, recent work has pushed on
this envelope. Perhaps most prominently, Giannetti and Benoit (2008) is an edited
volume that brought together a series of high-quality contributions that addressed
this issue, hopefully setting the table for future work. Notable related empirical
work on the influence of intra-party politics on coalition formation includes Bick
(2008), which focused on intra-party political influences on coalition formation in
local governments in Sweden, and Pedersen (2010), which focused on how intra-
party politics affect the coalition behavior of Danish political parties. More
recently, Meyer (2012) builds on a principal-agent framework approach to
understanding political parties and parliamentary democracy, presenting a model
which suggests that the influence of intra-party politics on the bargaining power of
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parties may be more complex than previously assumed, with party disunity
strengthening the hands of parties in certain cases. Given that it is not parties as a
whole who bargain over government formation, but representatives of those par-
ties, adopting a principal-agent approach to understanding leaders/representatives
and the agency relations they have with their backbench and broader party orga-
nization seems like a fruitful avenue for future research in this vein.

A larger portion of the recent literature on coalition formation has pushed
toward a better understanding how the goals of the parties involved in government
formation vary and influence outcomes. Notable in this vein includes Indridason
(2005) and Pedersen (2012). Indridason focuses on the relative importance of
patronage for Icelandic political parties, suggesting that this may explain the
prevalence of minimal winning coalitions in Iceland. Pederson suggests that party
goals are influenced by a range of party-specific factors including size, organi-
zation, and ideological preferences. While the bulk of theories has treated parties
homogenously in terms of the goals they seek, work in this area suggests that much
more can and should be done to assess party goals and preferences and incorporate
that into the study of government formation.

Another strand of the literature has expanded the focus on what parties get out
being in government, beyond simply government membership. In particular, this
research has focused on what influences cabinet portfolio allocation, which was
primarily focused on questions regarding Gamson’s Law until recent years, new
data and empirical methods have allowed for more systematic exploration of other
aspects of portfolio allocation (e.g., Bick et al. 2011). Another line of work
perhaps more closely in line with previous work on the role of the formateur in
coalition politics (e.g., Back and Dumont 2008) focuses on what determines the
party of the most important portfolio, the prime minister (Glasgow et al. 2011).

Perhaps the most radical departure from the standard approach to understanding
the nature and role of the actors in government formation may be the recent article
by Golder et al. (2012). This article presents a ‘zero-intelligence’ model of gov-
ernment formation in which there is an incumbent government, all governments
must have majority parliamentary support, and there are three or more parties that
care about office and policy. This structure alone, even with parties presenting
random (i.e., non-strategic) proposals for government formation, ensures a dis-
tribution of outcomes across portfolio allocation, government types, and bar-
gaining delays that match fairly closely what is seen in the real world. The authors
are not suggesting that actors involved in government formation are not strategic,
but rather that the basic underlying institutional foundation of parliamentary
government may be sufficient to lead to much of the observed variation in gov-
ernment formation in parliamentary democracies. This article suggests that
scholars in the literature may have placed too much emphasis on strategic inter-
action and not given enough due to the influence of the basic underlying structure
that may drive political outcomes.

While Golder et al. (2012) may be unusual in its emphasis on the explanatory
power of fundamental structural factors, other recent work has also emphasized the
importance of better understanding the bargaining process by which government
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formation occurs and the contexts within which it operates. Perhaps, the single
greatest emphasis in recent years has been on the electoral environment within
which coalition formation occurs. Given that government membership may incur
electoral costs (Rose and Mackie 1983; Narud and Valen 2008), it should not be
seen as surprising that electoral context matters for government formation. A
series of recent work emphasizes the importance of (pre-)electoral coalitions on
government formation (Golder 2006a, b; Debus 2009), other scholars have high-
lighted how electoral fortunes in prior elections may influence government for-
mation (Mattila and Raunio 2004). Although the literature only indirectly touches
on government formation, recent work has emphasized that voters’ behavior often
anticipates the possibilities of coalition formation (Blais et al. 2006; Kedar 2005,
2009; Bargsted and Kedar 2009), and an even larger literature has continued
previous investigations as to when and how coalition government influences
policy-making (perhaps most notably Bawn and Rosenbluth 2006).

However, it is not only the electoral context that matters for government for-
mation. History matters as well. Tavits (2008) finds some evidence that when
coalitions break down due to conflict between parties, subsequent coalitions
between those parties are less likely, although there is less consistent evidence as
to whether parties involved in a conflict that brings own government are seen as
less coalitionable in the eyes of parties that were not part of that particular gov-
ernment. Along a similar vein, Martin and Stevenson (2010) find that there is a
significant incumbency advantage in coalition formation, but only if the parties in
government have not had serious conflict or lost electoral votes. This conditional
incumbency advantage is greatly enhanced when rules which privileges the
incumbent government in coalition bargaining are in place.

Overall, greater sensitivity toward the importance of history, context, and
variation in the bargaining process has driven changes in the empirical method-
ology scholars have used in studying government formation cross-nationally.
Worries about lack of sensitivity to context in quantitative work in large part have
driven a greater degree of theoretically informed qualitative work on government
formation (e.g., Andeweg et al. 2011) and calls for carefully integrating qualitative
and quantitative research (Béack and Dumont 2007).

Greater sensitivity to the importance of history and context has led some
scholars to note that importance of the cases of government formation being
studied. As Grofman (1989) highlighted, the results of research on government
formation and termination have been quite sensitive to the samples being studied.
This led to improved efforts to collaboratively develop impressive datasets on
coalition government in Western Europe (Miiller and Strgm 2000) and even more
broadly (Woldendorp et al. 2000), and a substantial increase in scholars studying
coalition government beyond its traditional confines of national-level governments
in Western Europe. Scholars have increasingly turned to other levels of govern-
ment, particularly sub-national government formation (Downs 1998; Bick 2003),
and with the rise of a more democratic Eastern Europe, scholars have turned to
studying government formation in both Eastern and Western Europe (Tavits 2008;
Golder and Conrad 2010), and comparable datasets have been made available for
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scholars to use in the study of government formation and parliamentary democracy
all across Europe (Andersson and Ersson 2012).

In addition to expanding the scope of quantitative data being used in studies of
government formation, scholars have also gradually adapted the quantitative
methods the use, to try to better account for the importance of context and strategic
behavior on the part of the actors involved. Scholarship on government formation
evolved in the twentieth century from reliance on basic descriptive statistics and
some basic multivariate regression. Martin and Stevenson (2001) marked a shift in
the government formation literature to using a conditional logistic regression
framework, making it among the most highly cited works on government for-
mation in recent years. However, while Martin and Stevenson (2001) noted the
reliance of the conditional logit on the independence of irrelevant alternatives
(ITA) assumption, suggesting that empirically this did not seem to be a worry in
their data, given the belief in strategic actors involved in government formation,
the assumption was troubling. Indeed, recent work has suggested that in fact, the
reliance of conditional logits on the ITA assumption is indeed problematic
empirically for the study of government formation (Glasgow et al. 2012). This
leads to Glasgow et al. to advocate the use of mixed logits in the context of better
understanding government formation, a methodological choice that is, however,
not without its own limitations and challenges.

2.5 Conclusion

Although many scholars have emphasized certain chronic weaknesses in their
assessments of the state of scholarship on coalition government (e.g., Andeweg
2011; De Winter and Dumont 2006), there seems to be a general sense that recent
work in the study of government formation has pushed the literature forward
theoretically, methodologically and empirically, although there remains much
work to be done. The literature seems to be developing primarily in a ‘normal
science’ manner, with incremental changes in emphasis and direction. We have
not seen major paradigm shifts, and even with the greater emphasis on the com-
plexity of actors’ goals and the relevance of history and a wider range of factors in
the bargaining environment, it is apparent that the classic single-shot bargaining
models of government formation that rely on purely policy- or office-seeking goals
are fairly direct antecedents of current work in the field.

In many ways, the progress we have seen in the study of government formation
is a tribute to both the power and limitations of the key approaches developed early
on in understanding government formation. Simple perspectives on the policy- and
office-seeking goals of parties are both clearly important for understanding gov-
ernment formation and yet are insufficient for explaining the richness of the
empirical record for government formation. Government formation is then, in
many ways, a microcosm for much of political science—certain basic theories can
provide a fair amount of leverage in understanding general patterns and overall
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dynamics, but moving beyond the basic theories provides both a richer under-
standing of the empirical record and helps us more systematically address the
limitations of parsimonious theorizing.

However, rather than (for the most part) focus on strident debate from extreme
positions or competing paradigms, most scholarship on government formation has
recognized the complementarities of competing perspectives and tried to progress
through gradual development of theory and empirical work. This is something that
is not universal across the field of political science, and something that is a tribute
to the scholars who have contributed to this literature in the past, and something
we can hope will continue as the scholarship continues into the future.
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providing stable government, arriving at government decisions, and making these
decisions part and parcel of a coherent and effective government policy. The
literature has identified a myriad of mechanisms that government parties devise to
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3.1 Introduction: Parties and Party Government

Modern democratic theory has named political parties as indispensable for
democracy. In modern states, parties structure elections and provide mass elector-
ates with meaningful choices in terms of programs and teams of leaders. Running in
elections and aiming for government office are core defining characteristics of
political parties. Parties also allow for political participation in between elections
and thus for influencing the choices they provide for voters (Kelsen 1929; Sartori
1987; Ware 1987). However, political parties do not emerge from the idea of
organizing democracy but from the desire to make or influence authoritative
(government) decisions according to their values (Burke 1774; Sjoblom 1968).
Providing democracy then is a by-product of the parties’ struggle for power
(Schumpeter 1942).

Simplifying reality, we can understand government power resting on the par-
liamentary majority. This majority itself is the product of delegation processes
from voters to political parties and individual representatives and, if required, post-
electoral coalition or alliance formation. The reality of parliamentary democracy is
that most of government power is further delegated to the cabinet (Strgm et al.
2008). This is the focus of the present chapter. The ultimate goal of individual
parties requires some form of participation in government. If political parties value
government participation because of its office benefits, then remaining in gov-
ernment—to occupy the cherished positions as long as possible—is the imperative.
If political parties value government participation because of the policy-making
power it brings, the imperative is remaining in office to influence government
policy over an extended period of time. Whatever their motives, once in gov-
ernment, political parties—as enduring organizations (Aldrich 1995; Miiller
2000)—should be concerned with providing good government and pleasing the
voters. This requires mastering three challenges.

The first challenge is to provide stable government. Once a cabinet has taken
office, it should remain there until the end of its term (or close enough to that date).
We can add that the government should remain in office without going through
periods of brinkmanship or cabinet crisis that signal weakness to citizens and
markets. Yet, as Sartori (1997: 113) has noted, “governments can be both long
lived and impotent.” Cabinet survival thus is a necessary though not sufficient
condition for providing government (Sartori 1997: 111-114). The second chal-
lenge thus is not just to survive in office but to actually govern: to make decisions.
Not falling victim to political immobility requires government agreement on the
substance of collective decisions or, at least, agreement on delegating decision
rights to individual government parties or ministers. The third challenge rests in
the quality of these decisions. In systems of democratic accountability, the citizens
do not simply satisfy themselves by the government appearing stable and active,
but expect that its policy is beneficial for the country and/or themselves. In other
words, incumbents are expected to provide good government. Pleasing the voters
or winning their acceptance for inconvenient but necessary government measures
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then becomes the imperative of the day. Clearly, what is beneficial for individuals
or the country at large will, to great extent, lay in the eye of the beholder; different
interests and philosophies provide different answers. Yet, most will agree that
government policy should be more than a number of individual measures, but
should also provide a coherent program.

In this chapter, we ask how political parties organize the internal working of
government and what we can infer from the literature regarding how different types
of cabinets meet the challenges identified above. Clearly, governments work in a
complex environment and typically have to face many challenges that result from
external demands, encounters with other powerful players, and the vagaries of life.
We leave all these factors aside and concentrate on those that the governments have
the greatest chance of influencing by designing their internal organization and
processes. Thus, the greatest problem is differing kinds of ambitions. Clearly,
without individual or group ambition neither the desired nor the undesired aspects of
government would emerge. Its detrimental effects on governments may be contained
or exacerbated by the external factors mentioned above. While we put these aside,
our discussion proceeds from the assumption that the very makeup of governments
as single party or coalition, majority, or minority poses different challenges and
therefore requires different solutions for the internal organization of government.
We review what the literature has gathered about these challenges and solutions,
thereby identifying gaps and promising research questions.

The chapter proceeds as follows. In the next section, we briefly identify the
potential problems that governments face and that can be addressed by means of
internal organization. We then move on and see how different types of government
may be affected by these problems and how they can protect themselves from these
problems to ensure stability, effectiveness, and policy coherence.

3.2 Conflicting Ambitions as a Problem of Governing

Making productive use of conflicting ambition, as understood by Madison (1788)
and Schumpeter (1942), lies at the heart of modern democracy. In the post-war
period, conflicting ambition has been mostly seen as productive when it occurs
between government and opposition. However, the views have become more
mixed when conflicting ambitions structure relations between institutions in sys-
tems of divided government (before the background of the recent history of the
US). In addition, weakness or decay has always been the dominant interpretation
when such conflicting ambitions have influenced the internal life of cabinets in
parliamentary systems.

Conflicting ambitions of individual politicians or groups such as factions or
political parties can undermine the capacity of cabinets to master the three chal-
lenges of governing identified above. Competition for office and/or policy conflict
can bring down or greatly destabilize governments. Such conflicts can express
themselves in cabinet inability to make decisions, resulting in legislative and
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administrative stalemate. Backbench revolts in parliament or the party organization
turning against cabinet members may be even less comforting alternatives when
deciding to agree, disagree, or do nothing. Yet, delayed decisions are often more
costly than suboptimal ones that are made in haste (the error against which ancient
wisdom wanted to protect the rulers). There is no guarantee that a decision that took
a long time to make is the right one, especially as the situation may have changed
already (e.g., because of market reactions to political immobility). Also the decision
may be what is called a “bad compromise.” A compromise then is not the “happy
medium” between two extremes. It is rather only a half-hearted attempt to do the
right thing, or an inconsistent package of individual measures that result from
conflicting ambitions, goals, and ideas about the effects of policy instruments.

3.3 Single-Party Majority Government: The Ideal of Party
Government?

Much of the literature on parliamentary democracy has traditionally focused on
political systems that are dominated by majority parties alternating in government.
Here, one predetermined breaking point—party lines running through the cabinet—
is absent, along with one structural weakness: the lack of a majority in parliament.
Yet, conflicting personal or factional ambition may still exist and bring down or
obstruct government. A party typically is comprised of more individuals who feel
destined for high office than there are slots to fill. Only one can be Prime Minister,
and the number of senior cabinet and parliamentary positions is also limited.
Replacing incumbents in their party and public offices thus is required to fulfill these
personal office ambitions. Such ambitions may often be disguised as or closely
linked to policy concerns. Indeed, there may be genuine disagreement within gov-
ernment parties about government policy. From the perspective of intra-party groups
or wings, the government team’s performance in office may simply be disappointing.
The fear that cabinet members “go native” and subscribe to the common wisdoms of
their departments rather than acting on the basis of party ideology or program has
haunted British parties for a long time. The idea of opportunistic or incapable
ministers has been captured in many ways, from concepts such as “administrative
government” (Rose 1969, 1974) to the popular TV series Yes, Minister (Lynn and
Jay 1981). From the government’s perspective, intra-party challenges on policy
grounds are often based on illusion of what actually can be done. “Going native” and
“illusion” are thus two sides of the same coin. The important question here is
whether and how such conflicts can be contained.

The archetypical form of single-party government is the Westminster system as
it first evolved in Britain and then was exported to many of its former colonies. In
this system, single-party majority governments rely on a number of means that
help containing such ambition. The first such means are electoral manifestos. From
the perspective of mandate theories of representation, party election programs are
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crucial in presenting the electorate alternative policy platforms, which parties
promise to implement if they are elected to government (McDonald and Budge
2005; Przeworski et al. 1999). In this context, electoral manifestos are generally
conceived as “contracts” between parties and voters (Ray 2007). Yet, electoral
manifestos may also be conceived as “contracts” within parties binding the
individual cabinet members. Being endorsed by the party leadership and often also
by the party congress, they are the most authoritative and comprehensive collec-
tive policy statement produced by political parties (Budge 2001). As such, election
manifestos are crucial means to tame conflicting personal or factional ambitions
and thus contain conflicts within the cabinet.

Ideally, the institution of the shadow cabinet is another means to coordinate
within a party and to form a team of politicians united by a common understanding
of what an incoming government will do. Politicians who have stood together in
parliamentary battles against the outgoing government are less likely to risk
bringing down government by emphasizing conflicting personal or factional
ambitions once in cabinet office themselves.

The third mechanism to contain conflicting ambitions in the traditional West-
minster model is strong leadership within the top executive body. The authority of
the Prime Minister as head of government is closely related to leadership pre-
dominance within the party. In fact, the personal union of the Prime Minister and
the party leader of the government party have given rise to the notion of “prime
ministerial government” (Crossman 1963, 1972). The extent of unified authority in
the hands of the Prime Minister is further boosted by the increasing personalization
of politics. As political parties rally around their party leader and legislative
elections become leadership contests, the Prime Minister is able to present himself
or herself as the winner of the electoral contest (McAllister 2007).

Complementing these manifest means of containing individual ambitions,
single-party majority governments likewise rely on several more latent mecha-
nisms. The first such mechanism is the overarching ideology to which both cabinet
members and members of parliament are committed. Thus, regardless of con-
flicting individual or factional ambitions within the governing party, the common
ideological framework should provide a readily available blueprint for cabinet
decisions to be taken.

In a similar vein, single-party majority governments are tied together by the
prevalent reelection incentive. Rather than damaging reelection chances by agi-
tating against the party leadership, even cabinet members with strong incentives to
pursue a personal agenda may opt to toe the party line and unite behind what they
consider a deficient party leadership in order to maintain a united front against the
opposition. This is likely to be advantageous for both the party as a whole and the
individual cabinet member, given that the party itself is likely to turn against those
responsible for intra-party turmoil, thus ultimately harming rather than boosting an
individual’s political career.

Yet, even these strong mechanisms and incentives do not always work. Both
individual politicians’ and parties’ rationales lead to conflicting personal or fac-
tional ambitions resurfacing under specific circumstances. An example of such an
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instance is an individual politician considering it to be his or her last chance to
reach a top position in the executive. In this context, he or she may be inclined to
prioritize his or her personal interests over the collective interest of the party as
whole, thus leading to intra-party conflict. In a similar vein, a party’s conviction
that the incumbent Prime Minister has become an electoral liability and that
change is its only chance to cling to power should create a collective incentive to
replace the head of government.

These conflicts have often brought the majority party on the brink of govern-
ment collapse in Westminster systems around the world. One prominent example
of such instances was the conflict in the Thatcher government between the Prime
Minister and Michael Heseltine. This drama included a forced ministerial resig-
nation and an open challenge in leadership. It eventually led to the ousting of
Margret Thatcher by the Conservative Party, which ultimately secured the party an
additional office term under John Major. A more recent example is the unseating of
Kevin Rudd as Prime Minister and leader of the Australian Labor Party by Julia
Gillard, followed by an unsuccessful attempt of the former to take back the party
leadership. Similar to the British case, replacing Rudd was key for Labor Party’s
containment of electoral losses and maintaining government office.

Yet, political parties in single-party governments are often not determined
enough to get rid of a Prime Minister who is likely to lose an election, either
because there is no viable alternative candidate or because the electoral prospects
are unlikely to attract such a candidate. At the same time, they often fall short of
addressing the actual problems of governing and are haunted by attrition and
corruption, corroborating Lord Acton’s dictum where “Power tends to corrupt and
absolute power corrupts absolutely.” Indeed, it is the centralization of power that
makes single-party majority governments strong, which prevents timely rejuve-
nation. Think, for instance, of the Spanish Socialists under Felipe Gonzélez, or the
British Conservatives under John Major. Both were increasingly affected by the
voters’ impression that the government was struggling with corruption (the famous
“sleaze” incidents in the latter case).

Most empirical research on how single-party majority governments ensure a
coherent and effective government policy is based upon the classical embodiment
of Westminster democracy in the United Kingdom. As Rose (1969, 1974)
insightfully argues, holding executive office is a necessary but not a sufficient
condition for governing. Rather, party government, that is, partisan control over
government policy, depends on the winning party having identifiable policies and
the organizational, institutional, and personnel capacity to carry these out (Mair
2008: 223). To the extent that government parties lack these characteristics, a
single-party majority government may degenerate into an administrative govern-
ment, whereby “civil servants not only maintain routine services of government,
but also try to formulate new policies” (Rose 1969: 418). Yet, the empirical
picture indicates that the “partyness of government” (Katz 1986) in the British
case as well as in other systems built on the Westminster model such as Canada,
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New Zealand, and Australia is relatively high. In continental Europe, on the other
hand, the conditions for the maintenance of party government are being subject to
a severe challenge (Mair 2008). At the same time, scholars emphasize that party—
government relation is a reciprocal process, wherein parties are likewise shaped by
government participation. Thus, the fusion of the government party and the
executive realm in the context of party government may erode their raison d’étre
(Blondel and Cotta 1996, 2000).

Yet, another strand in the empirical literature on how single-party majority
governments ensure a coherent and effective government policy emphasizes prime
ministerial government. This literature focuses on the power distribution within
the cabinet, that is, the extent of Prime Minister’s prerogative powers and extracts
factors that shape a Prime Minister’s capacities. Here, the empirical picture like-
wise indicates that Prime Ministerial government is an often-adopted mechanism
by single-party governments in Westminster systems (Weller 1985).

While this literature is largely concerned with the mechanisms employed to
contain conflicts within single-party majority governments, the patterns of back-
bench dissent in Westminster systems have likewise sparked considerable interest
among scholars (Jackson 1968; Kam 2009; Norton 1978). Clearly, backbench
dissent is inherent in single-party majority rule, and perfect unity is unlikely to be
achieved during all periods and throughout all countries. However, as soon as a
single-party majority government starts neglecting its partisan roots and dissent
evolves into recurrent revolts and rebellions, it is the most endangering and
challenging problem this type of government faces.

With the Westminster systems being at the core of most theoretical develop-
ments on single-party majority governments, it is little surprising to find that the
empirical literature focuses almost exclusively on these countries. Yet, there is a
series of non-Westminster countries that have likewise experienced long stints of
single-party majority government such as Ireland, Spain, Portugal, Austria, Hun-
gary, and Bulgaria. Clearly, these countries seem like a natural starting point for
further research on this type of government.

Despite its prominent place in the literature, single-party majority government
is actually less common than all the attention, perhaps, would lead us to believe.
Throughout Europe, only one out of ten cabinets has been of this kind. And as we
show in Table 3.1, in numeric terms, the difference between the occurrence of
single-party majority and single-party minority cabinets run counter to what could
be expected—given the focus in the political science literature. More single-party
cabinets were formed by political parties that did nor represent a parliamentary
majority. But perhaps, even more important for the historical record of European
governments that almost two-thirds of all cabinets were formed by coalitions, that
is, they were composed of two or more political parties. We address these types of
government in the subsequent sections.
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Table 3.1 The historical record of post-WWII cabinets in European parliamentary democracies
through 2010

Single-party cabinets Coalition cabinets Total (%)
Majority Minority Majority ~ Minority
(%) (%) (%) (%)
Europe (27 countries) 71 (12) 119 (20) 330 (54) 90 (15) 610 (100)
Western Europe 64 (13) 100 (21) 261 (54) 59 (12) 484 (100)
(17 countries)
Central and Eastern Europe 7 (6) 19 (15) 69 (55) 31 (25) 126 (100)

(10 countries)

Source: The European Representative Democracy Data Archive (Andersson et al. 2012, available
at www.erdda.se).

Note: The countries included in the study are the member states of the European Union, excluding
Cyprus and Malta, but including two additional non-EU member states, Iceland and Norway.
That is, the West European countries included are Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France,
Germany, Greece, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, Portugal,
Spain, Sweden, and the United Kingdom. The CEE members included in the study are Bulgaria,
the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, and
Slovenia.

3.4 Single-Party Minority Government: Can Weakness
Turn into Strength?

While single-party majority government is often considered the ideal type of
government, single-party minority governments have been conventionally por-
trayed as pathological phenomena, symptomatic for periods of political crisis.
With the top executive body still resting in the hands of one single party, the lack
of a complementary majority in parliament is generally seen as their inherent
structural weakness. The work of Strgm (1984, 1985, 1986, 1990) spearheads a
series of scholarly analyses that contest this conventional view and convey a more
differentiated and positive picture of this type of government. While analyzing
minority governments in general (i.e., both single party and coalitions), this lit-
erature finds that most minority governments are also single-party cabinets (Strgm
1990: 61; see also Table 3.1). In the following, we thus focus on single-party
minority governments. With regard to the first of the three challenges identified
above—providing stable government—the empirical record of single-party
minority governments shows that it is a government’s coalitional status (coalition
versus single party) rather than its numerical status (majority versus minority) that
is strongly correlated with government duration. In fact, the external constraints
are likely to increase the extent of internal solidarity and cohesion. Thus, from the
government’s perspective, the main challenge is to build and secure viable leg-
islative majorities in order to arrive at government decisions that are part and
parcel of a coherent and effective government policy.

For this purpose, single-party minority governments have devised two alter-
native strategies: A first strategy is to simply exploit the party’s pivotal position in
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the legislature and play off the opposition parties against each other (Laver and
Schofield 1990). This strategy is mostly adopted if parties compete along a single
dimension, such as the socioeconomic dimension in Western Europe. In such a
predominantly one-dimensional ideological space, the party including the median
legislator is in a privileged position, as it is able to secure ad hoc support in the
legislature by turning to the parties located either on its left or on its right (Huber
1996; Strgm 1994). At the same time, the party holding the median legislator is
able to block any alternative government, while the opposition parties are too
divided to bypass the party in the center of the policy space. Bearing in mind that
the external threat is likely to increase single-party minority government’s unity
exploiting their pivotal position may potentially turn the inherent structural
weakness of single-party minority rule into its strength.

Specifically, in the case of the Norwegian and Swedish Social Democrats, the
deep split among the opposition parties, between the radical Left and the mod-
erate-conservative Right, allowed the Social Democrats to search for and find
support on an issue-by-issue basis with at least one party on the Left or on the
Right (Bergman 2000; Narud and Strgm 2000). As long as the Social Democratic
Party was large enough, the possibility of governing by forming alternating par-
liamentary policy alliances allowed them to stay in power and govern even though
they lacked a majority of their own in parliament. Parliamentary procedures
(powerful committees, etc.) that allow the opposition parties some influence over
policy were also helpful (Strgm 1990).

A second approach often adopted by single-party minority governments in the
context of multidimensional policy spaces is to secure support in the legislature by
negotiating external support agreements. This phenomenon of minority govern-
ments being supported by opposition parties is known as the “majority govern-
ment in disguise” (Strgm 1990: 19-21). While the existence of such cabinets is of
obvious importance, it is also true that, historically, few minority governments rely
on formal agreements with parties that remain outside of the government (Strgm
1990). But such “formal” minority governments do exist. They rely on 1) nego-
tiated agreements of support with other parties to reach the majority threshold in
parliament. Also, these agreements are both 2) comprehensive and explicit and 3)
long-term binding. Substantive minority governments lack such agreements with
explicit support parties.' In this context, it is also important to define a support
party. A general definition of such a party is that it directly contributes to the
existence of a minority government by its behavior, whether this behavior is to
vote in favor or abstain in toleration of a government. A support party can exist
regardless of whether a minority government is formal or substantive. It is likely
that the support party will form a permanent legislative coalition with the single-
party minority government. However, a support party can also bolster the

! The definition of “formal” minority governments is from Strgm (1990: 62, 95) who found that
they are rare but have occurred in Denmark, Finland, France, Israel and Italy.
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existence of a minority government that shows promiscuity in forming legislative
alliances for policy decisions.

How does this work in practice? Aylott and Bergman (2011) as well as Bale and
Bergman (2006) have analyzed cases where government parties have entered into
formal contracts with some of the opposition parties and coined this as “parlia-
mentarism by contract.” This has occurred in places such as New Zealand and
Sweden. To exemplify the Swedish case, the Social Democrats failed to win the
median legislator in the parliamentary elections of 1998 and 2002. With the
Greens being unprepared to exploit their control of that strategic position in 1998,
a contract that cemented their place in a legislative coalition, but which left them
out of the executive, was a satisfactory solution for them. By 2002, however, the
party leadership had become set on office-seeking, yet failed to secure its goal,
despite an ostensibly strong bargaining position. Again, they had to settle for a
“contract” with the Social Democrats, who retained exclusive control over the
executive.

The contract-based collaboration between the Social Democratic minority
government in 1998, the Greens and the Left Party, was based on a promise to
cooperate in five key areas of common interest: economy, employment, income,
gender equality, and environmental progress. While no formal commitment for
cooperation was given regarding all other issues, the parties involved stated that
their intention was to work together for the full electoral period. After the 2002
elections, “contract parliamentarism” in Sweden was based on an even more
detailed and developed policy program broadening the scope of cooperation with
121 specific issues located in 11 policy areas. In addition, cooperation was
extended to the executive realm by setting up coordination offices and political
advisory boards including representatives from all three parties (the Social
Democrats and the two support parties). Yet, by the 2006 election and after eight
years of formalized support status, the Greens had grown weary of this form of
cooperation. The election was won by a center-right pre-electoral coalition that
was continued as government coalition, the most common type of cabinet gov-
ernment. The case studies on the scope and extent of the contractual arrangement
in Sweden and New Zealand lay the foundation for broader comparative studies on
contract parliamentarism, which, however, remain on the discipline’s agenda.

A second potential venue for further research is the timing and electoral context
in which single-party minority governments assume office. In particular, we would
expect former opposition parties to regard single-party minority rule as an
improvement over the status quo ante and perhaps also as a stepping-stone to
single-party majority rule. Here, prevalent incentives for short-term opportunistic
behavior within the current governing party may still be present, but individuals
and intra-party groups expecting to reap the benefits of majority rule in the near
future may be more likely to toe the party line. Conversely, we would expect
parties being deprived of their majority status and assuming office in the aftermath
of single-party majority rule to interpret single-party minority rule as crisis and
decay, which may give rise again to conflicting personal or factional ambition.
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A third prevalent gap in the scholarly literature is the effect of the two alter-
native strategies adopted by single-party minority governments, that is, exploiting
the party’s pivotal position versus contract parliamentarism, on these govern-
ments’ ability to implement coherent government policies. Clearly, the theoretical
and empirical considerations outlined above would lead us to presume that
minority governments based upon external support agreements will show a less
coherent policy record, as they need to compromise on a series of policies in order
to find a common ground with their cooperation partner. On the contrary, single-
party governments relying on ad hoc majorities in the legislature should be able to
implement their policy program with little if any changes to their original prop-
ositions (for a similar argument in the context of changing coalition partners, see
Bawn 1999).

3.5 Coalition Government: From Divergent Preferences
to a Coherent Government Policy?

Coalition government has been the most prevalent form of government in Europe
during the post-war period, both in the traditional Western European democracies
and the new democracies in Central and Eastern Europe (Laver and Schofield
1990; see also Table 3.1). As the vast majority of the scholarly literature focuses
on majority coalitions, we similarly start our discussion with multiparty govern-
ments holding a parliamentary majority and then turn to minority coalitions below.
Compared with single-party rule where managing intra-party conflict is para-
mount, multiparty governments are characterized by an additional layer of com-
plexity and source of conflict: party divisions running through the cabinet.
Consequently, the problems discussed above exist but in an aggravated form,
specifically as many of those mechanisms originally designed to contain conflicts
within parties exacerbate the potential of conflict between cabinet parties. For
instance, parties forming a coalition cabinet will need to consolidate their often-
conflicting electoral manifestos in order to come up with a government program
that is coherent or at least acceptable to all government parties. At the same time,
ideological differences may likewise increase the risk of inter-party conflict. It is
certain that intra-party problems are likely to be far from absent. Rather, con-
flicting personal ambitions may be even more pronounced as executive offices
become even scarcer and individual entrepreneurs may want to oust the party
leadership and change coalition partners. Also, political parties coalescing into a
top executive body with collective responsibility may struggle to retain their
partisan identity and credibility while simultaneously providing efficient and
coherent government policies. In sum, organizing the internal working of coalition
governments in order to meet the three challenges outlined above requires care-
fully crafted mechanisms of coordination and conflict resolution.
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Notwithstanding the additional layer of complexity in terms of potential inter-
party conflict, the empirical record of coalition governments in providing stable
government is quite impressive. While early accounts on cabinet duration
emphasize the destabilizing effect of multiparty government (Sanders and Herman
1977; Taylor and Herman 1971), more recent empirical studies find little differ-
ence in government stability, mostly due to the prevalent incentives and discre-
tionary power of single-party governments to strategically time legislative
elections (Saalfeld 2008; Schleiter and Morgan-Jones 2009; Strgm and Swindle
2002). Thus, to the extent that strategic considerations outweigh the inherent
stability of single-party governments, the stalemate between coalition partners to
agree upon early election calling may prima facie countervail the inherent insta-
bility of coalition governments. The main challenge of multiparty government is
thus to reach collective decisions, in particular decisions that combine with a
coherent policy [for the contrasting perspective of “ministerial government,” see
Laver and Shepsle (1996)].

For this purpose, coalition governments rely on a series of means and mech-
anisms of coalition governance that complement each other. A first such mean
which has attracted considerable scholarly interest over the past decade or so is
coalition agreements. These agreements, though being incomplete and non-
enforceable contracts, set the agenda of the incoming government and thus reduce
both the uncertainty and the conflict potential between coalition partners (Moury
2010; Timmermans 2006; Walgrave et al. 2006). To the extent that political parties
bear the costs of drafting and implementing coalition agreements, they are readily
available to coordinate policies and reach collective decisions. Complementing
their external function, coalition agreements are likewise used to contain and
reduce conflicts within coalition parties (Miiller and Strgm 2008). As coalition
parties commit ex ante to a specific policy program to be implemented over the
course of the term, they seek to immunize themselves against defection and intra-
party conflict.

Even though coalition agreements are designed to contain conflicting prefer-
ences between and within coalition parties, they hardly address the universe of
potential conflicts throughout a coalition’s lifetime. Rather, both internal and
external shocks present governments with a myriad of unforeseen circumstances.
Coalition parties therefore often resort to additional oversight mechanisms and
conflict resolution arenas to further reduce agency loss and minimize the potential
for lethal inter-party conflict. A first means of mutual control frequently employed
are “watchdog” junior ministers (i.e., a junior minister of one cabinet party
shadowing the full minister of another). Especially in the absence of alternative
institutional checks such as second chambers and strong prime ministers, coalition
parties are likely to monitor each other’s ministers via “watchdogs,” who deliver
information from out the ministry (Miiller and Strgm 2000; Thies 2001). Adding to
these executive means of monitoring and mutual control, coalition parties may
likewise resort to legislative oversight. In fact, parliam