
Government Formation and Cabinets

SONA N. GOLDER

Abstract

The government in a parliamentary (or semi-presidential) democracy refers to the prime
minister and the other cabinet ministers, whereas the government in a presidential
democracy refers to the president’s cabinet. The members of the government cabinet
determine national policy and arguably hold the most important political positions
in their country. Most governments comprise two or more parties, which means that
the government formation process requires coalition-building. During this process,
party elites bargain over who gets which ministerial position and over policy; they
can reach an agreement quickly and take office, or the bargaining can break down and
take months to resolve. This essay discusses the different types of governments that
can form aswell as how they form in parliamentary, semi-presidential, and presiden-
tial regimes. Recent research on government formation and cabinets has introduced
new theoretical arguments, and the implications of these arguments are being tested
with new data and new statistical methods. For example, analyses of European
democracies now include the post-communist Eastern countries (not only the West-
ern ones), and more scholars are studying coalition governments in Latin America.
Future research might include more work on cabinets in developing democracies
in regions such as Africa and Asia, as well as analyses of the political and economic
consequences of bargaining delays and the partisan composition of the government.

INTRODUCTION

What determines which party or parties enter the government cabinet? How
are government ministries assigned to the politicians of different parties?
Given that the parties that control government departments get to determine
government policy, questions about who gets to have a seat at the cabinet
table matter. What kinds of governments are likely to be stable, or be respon-
sive to voters, or spend more? If the identity of the parties in a government
cabinet affects government policy, and if government policies have conse-
quences for citizens, then how the government formation process works and
what kinds of governments might form are important questions.
The government formation process occurs differently in parliamentary or

semi-presidential democracies comparedwith presidential ones, because the
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relationship between the executive and legislative branches of the state is dif-
ferent across these regimes. Most of the political science literature on govern-
ment formation and cabinets focuses on parliamentary and semi-presidential
democracies, though, so we begin with these cases. A government in a parlia-
mentary or semi-presidential democracy refers to the prime minister (the head
of the government) and the other cabinet ministers, who are in charge of
various policy areas such as education, finance, defense, or foreign affairs.
The government in these democracies is said to be “responsible” to the leg-
islature, which means that the legislature can dismiss the government from
office any time amajority of legislators wants to do so. As long as the govern-
ment retains the support of a majority of the legislators, it can stay in office
(until the next required legislative election). The government sets policy for
the country by sending legislation to be approved by the legislature or using
its executive power to change regulations directly. If the party or parties in
the cabinet control a majority of the seats in the legislature, then the govern-
ment’s proposed legislation will receive legislative approval easily most of
the time. This is because legislators whose party is in government typically
follow the instructions of their party leadership, who hold ministerial posts
in the cabinet. Thus, in parliamentary democracies, the government cabinet
tends to be the most important political actor.
The cabinet is usually the most important actor in a semi-presidential

regime as well, though in some semi-presidential regimes, the president
plays a predominant role rather than being a mere ceremonial head of state.
The key difference between these two regimes is that in semi-presidential
countries, the head of state (a president) is elected by the voters. In par-
liamentary systems, the head of state is not elected by the voters but is,
rather, an unelected monarch or a president elected by the members of
the legislature. For this essay, the relevant aspect of a semi-presidential
government is that it is responsible to the legislature, like governments in
parliamentary systems (Amorim Neto & Strøm, 2006).
In a parliamentary democracy such as the United Kingdom, in which a

single party typically wins amajority of the legislative seats, the formation of
the government is a straightforward process. The leader of thewinning party
presents a list of the proposed members of government, mainly well-known
members of the winning party, to the head of state (the Queen) and she
approves it. In the legislative elections in the United Kingdom in 2010, how-
ever, no single party won a majority of the legislative seats. This legislative
outcome was highly unusual for the United Kingdom, but is similar to what
happens in most parliamentary democracies on a regular basis. After that
election, the party leaders of the three largest parties explored the possibil-
ities of various coalition governments that would control a majority of the
legislative seats. Ultimately, a coalition government formed between two
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parties, the Conservatives and the Liberal Democrats, and elites from both
parties received ministerial positions. The leader of the larger party became
the new prime minister. The scenario that followed the 2010 elections in the
UnitedKingdom,with party leaders fromvarious parties bargaining over the
formation of a new government, is a common one in parliamentary democ-
racies across the globe. How the government formation process works, how
long it takes, and which government ultimately takes office are questions of
interest to politicians, the media, economic actors, and the voters alike.
In presidential democracies, unlike parliamentary or semi-presidential

ones, the president is the head of state and the head of government, and the
president’s government cannot be removed from office by the legislature
even if a majority in the legislature would dearly love to do so. The fact that
the legislature in a presidential democracy cannot dismiss the government,
which means that these governments can stay in office without the support
of a legislative majority, has profound implications for the government
formation process in presidential versus parliamentary democracies. The
president, rather than the cabinet, tends to be the focus of attention in
presidential democracies, though the president’s government still plays an
important role in determining policy (Cheibub, Przeworski, & Saiegh, 2004).

FOUNDATIONAL RESEARCH

GOVERNMENTS IN PARLIAMENTARY, SEMI-PRESIDENTIAL, AND PRESIDENTIAL REGIMES

The government in the United Kingdom depends on the support, or the
approval, of a majority of the members of the House of Commons to remain
in office. If a majority of the legislators want to, they can vote the government
out of office with a “vote of no confidence” (i.e., they agree that they no
longer have confidence in the current government’s ability to carry out
its duties). Following a successful vote of no confidence, the government
will resign; this is followed by either a new government taking office or
new legislative elections. A vote of no confidence can be called any time
some of the legislators decide that they do not approve of the government’s
policy and want a change of government; the vote of no confidence is
an ordinary procedure in a parliamentary democracy. Most studies about
government formation and cabinets focus on countries that allow votes of no
confidence (Laver & Schofield, 1998). In other words, most studies focus on
parliamentary and semi-presidential governments. In both of these regimes,
the head of government is the prime minister. In contrast, in presidential
democracies, as mentioned earlier, the president is both the head of state
and the head of government, and the cabinet cannot be removed by the
legislature using ordinary legislative procedures.
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Countries that allow the legislature to use a vote of no confidence to remove
a government are more likely to have governments composed of parties that
control a majority of the legislative seats than are presidential democracies.
In addition, politicians in countries where votes of no confidence can be used
by the legislature find it more important to form a government that canmain-
tain a majority over the course of the legislative term. The incentive to find
andmaintain amajority in the legislature affects all aspects of cabinets in par-
liamentary and semi-presidential democracies, from which parties get to be
in the government, which (or how many) ministerial positions they receive,
how long the government takes to form, and how stable it is once in office.

TYPES OF GOVERNMENTS

Political scientists commonly assume that politicians care about both policy
and office (Laver & Schofield, 1998). With respect to office, becoming a
government minister is one of the highest achievements a politician can
accomplish. Such positions are highly sought after both because of the
power and prestige associated with such a position and because members
of the government have a strong influence over policy. If a party is in the
government cabinet, then some members of the party’s leadership will be
given ministerial portfolios, where a “portfolio” is the policy area for which
a minister is responsible. For example, if a member of government is given
the education portfolio, he or she will be in charge of the civil servants
who work for the education ministry and will be expected to formulate
new education policies while the government is in office. In addition to
appreciating the intrinsic value of holding office, the new ministers try to
influence the government’s policy in ways that reflect their own party’s
preferences in the hopes that these policies will be rewarded by the party’s
voters. Most bills are introduced by the government, rather than bymembers
of parliament; government-sponsored bills also pass the legislature at higher
rates than member-sponsored bills. Thus, government ministers can have
an important influence over policy.
Governments that control a majority of the legislative seats will have an

easier time having their policy passed and staying in power than will gov-
ernments that control only a minority of the legislative seats. This is because
minority governmentsmust be tolerated by amajority of the legislators if they
are to stay in office, but they cannot automatically count on the support of a
majority in the legislature when they put their legislation forward. Instead,
minority governments need to negotiate legislative majorities ahead of time,
and might put together different majorities to pass different kinds of legis-
lation. For example, a minority government comprising a Social Democratic
party might pass some kinds of legislation with center-right parties but pass
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other kinds of legislation with the help of a Communist party. Majority gov-
ernments have an easier time getting their legislation passed than minority
governments do, because the party leaders who are ministers in the govern-
ment are usually able to count on their party members in the legislature to
vote to support government bills. This is one reason why most of the theo-
ries about government formation usually assume that actors want to form
majority governments rather than minority ones.
An implication of the assumption that politicians value office—in this case,

cabinetministries, or portfolios—is thatwe should see as fewparties as possi-
ble being included in the government. Adding parties to government, above
and beyond what is needed to control a majority in the legislature, can be
expensive in terms of office benefits. Each government party gets at least one
ministerial portfolio. Further, the share of ministerial portfolios going to each
party is typically fairly proportional to the share of legislative seats a party
brings to the government’s total; this proportional relationship is known as
Gamson’s law (Warwick & Druckman, 2006). Thus, the politician in charge of
forming the government, the formateur, should not include parties that are not
actually needed for building a majority if he or she wants to keep as many
portfolios as possible for his or her own party. The expectation, based on
a long tradition of scholarship on government formation (especially stud-
ies that use formal models, or game theory, in their arguments), is that a
“minimalwinning coalition” should form—this is a government inwhich the
cabinet controls amajority of the legislative seats and inwhich every party in
the government is needed to maintain that majority. This means that if a sin-
gle party won a majority of the legislative seats, we should see a single-party
majority government form, and if no party won a majority, then we should
see a minimal winning coalition government form.
In the real world, we often see minimal winning coalitions form. How-

ever, it is not unusual to see either minority or surplus governments form,
even if they are less common than the minimal winning coalition govern-
ments.Minority governments tend to form when no clear majority alternative
exists. For example, if a fairly large (albeit not majority) center-left party is in
government, with an extreme left party on one side of the policy space and
several rightwing parties that cannot agree on policy issues on the other side,
then that single-party minority government can be quite stable in office. In a
situation like this one, the opposition parties are unlikely to reach a consensus
on bringing the government down, even though they constitute a majority
in the legislature. Minority governments are also more likely to form when
opposition parties have a larger role in policy-making within the legislature,
so that a party does not need to be in government to influence policy. This can
occur in countries where bills can be easily amended in legislative commit-
tees, and members from both government and opposition parties routinely
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have a role in revising the legislation. Surplus governments, where at least
one government party is not needed to control a legislative majority but is
givenministerial portfolios anyway, sometimes formwhen parties are bound
by a pre-electoral agreement to go into government together. This explains
some of the cases of majority parties forming a coalition with a small elec-
toral alliance partner even if they do not need the additional seats to control
a majority. Surplus governments also form when a government will need
a surplus majority to pass certain kinds of legislation (say, a constitutional
change) during the next legislative period, or when the prime ministerial
party wants to prevent smaller coalition partners from being able to bring
the government down if they disagree over policy.

THE GOVERNMENT FORMATION PROCESS

Many of the foundational studies of the government formation process
emphasize parliamentary democracies, largely in Western Europe, but
their insights apply to all parliamentary democracies, and generalize to
semi-presidential ones as well. These works rely on empirical, case-based
studies as well as game theory arguments (e.g., the 1998 account of multi-
party government by Michael Laver and Norman Schofield) and address
important aspects of the life cycle of governments (e.g., the 2008 volume
edited by Kaare Strøm, Wolfgang C. Müller, and Torbjörn Bergman).

Composition of Parties in Government. If any party has a majority of the seats
in the legislature, that party can form a government on its own and the leader
of the majority party nearly always becomes the prime minister. In most
parliamentary democracies, though, no single party wins a majority of the
seats. (Not having a majority party can have important policy consequences;
according to an analysis of government spending by Kathleen Bawn and
Frances Rosenbluth (2006), coalition governments spend more and have a
larger public sector than single party majority governments do.) In a couple
of countries (Greece and Bulgaria), the sequence for appointing a formateur
to form a government is specified in the constitution: a formateur is chosen
from the largest legislative party first, and if this formateur fails to put a gov-
ernment together, then a new formateur is chosen from the second largest
party, and so on, until a government is formed or new elections are called. In
other countries, no such formal rule exists. Typically, there is a norm that the
leader of the largest party, or the leaders of large parties generally, will take
the lead in bargaining over a new government. Which leader will be success-
ful is not always easy to predict when looking at the election results (even if
the media has already proclaimed the largest party to be the “winner” of the
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election). In principle, any party could go into government with any other
party or parties. In practice, though, some parties are ideologically incom-
patible, and are thus unlikely to become partners in any government cabinet.
For example, parties with very different policy preferences over economic or
social issues would have a hard time compromising on a joint government
policy, and might find themselves punished by their electorates in the next
elections because of intra-cabinet conflicts. A center-left party is unlikely to
form a government with an extreme right party because they have incom-
patible policy preferences, and the center-left party presumably has more
compatible partners with which to form a government. Parties that have
enough common ground to develop a coalition policy will be able to go into
government together if they can gain the support of a legislative majority to
do so.
In presidential regimes, the president is the formateur and the president’s

party is always represented in the cabinet. If the president’s party has amajor-
ity of seats in the legislature, then the president does not need to consider a
coalition cabinet. In countries where the president can use executive decrees
to change policy, the president is less reliant on building legislative majori-
ties to pass legislation, and thus will be less likely to invite other parties into
the cabinet. In countries where the president needs legislative majorities to
make policy changes and where the president’s party controls only a minor-
ity of the seats, the president is likely to form coalition governments that look
much like those found in parliamentary democracies (Cheibub et al., 2004).
AsMarisaKellam (2014) shows, though, theseminority presidents havemore
flexibility than their prime ministerial counterparts when it comes to choos-
ing coalition partners and shifting their governing strategies during their
term in office.

Bargaining Delays. After a legislative election in a parliamentary democracy,
the identity of the next governmentmight be fairly obvious to all of the actors
concerned. For example, in the United Kingdom, if either the Labour Party or
the Conservative Partywins amajority of the legislative seats, then that party
will swiftly approach the Queen with a list of cabinet members for her (pro
forma) approval, and take office immediately. In cases where no party wins
a majority of the seats, the identity of the next government is not necessarily
clear. If parties compete as an electoral alliance, and jointly win a majority
of the seats, then a government comprising those parties will also be quick
to form. Even without an electoral alliance, if an ideologically compatible
group of parties could control a majority of the seats, then agreeing to form
a new coalition government together might occur swiftly, particularly if the
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parties have prior experience working together. Some legislative elections do
not result in a swift government formation processes, however.
If no single party or electoral alliance wins a majority, and the parties that

were elected to the legislature cannot easily find common ground, then
the process of putting a new cabinet together can be long and drawn out,
with first one formateur and then another trying, and failing, to manage
the government formation process successfully. For a long time, the most
well-known example of a government formation delay was the one that
followed the Dutch elections in 1977, when it took 208 days for a new
government to take office. This record was broken, first in Iraq in 2010 when
it took 8 months for a government to form after legislative elections there,
and then in Belgium when the government formation process following
legislative elections in 2010 lasted for an astounding 18 months.
In all three of these lengthy government formation processes, specific con-

textual factors contributed to the bargaining delays. Yet all three examples
have commonalities, too, that fit with our general understanding of what
factors lead to long, drawn-out government formation processes. For
example, in each case, the legislature was fragmented into many small-
or medium-sized parties, and these parties had ideological goals that
often appeared to be incompatible with one another. The complexity of
the bargaining environment was high, because there were many different
combinations of parties that could have entered into government together.
In all three examples, the government formation opportunity followed a
legislative election. Elections introduce more uncertainty than would be
present if a government were forming without an election, following a
government resignation. This is because the seat shares of the parties in
the legislature nearly always change after an election, and sometimes, the
identities of the party leaders change as well. A party leader might resign if
his or her party did poorly in the election, for example. Thus, when sitting
down to negotiate, the actors are not certain what policy or office deals
would be acceptable to their potential government partners. No actor wants
to make an overly generous offer, though, so haggling over office and policy
can drag out, as parties gain information from the offers and counter-offers
that are put forward. Bargaining complexity, along with uncertainty about
what offers would be acceptable, can lead to long periods in which no new
government can take office (Golder, 2010).
During the bargaining period, the outgoing government remains in office in

a caretaker capacity, and is expected to maintain existing government policy
without implementing newpolicies. InWestern Europe, the average bargain-
ing delay is close to a month. If a government takes a few weeks to form,
having a caretaker government is unlikely to pose significant problems (bar-
ring a crisis that occurs during the government formation process). However,
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a government formation process that continues for half a year (or more) can
lead to serious complications, as decisions that ought to be made are post-
poned until a new government with an official mandate takes office. Lengthy
bargaining delays do not occur in presidential democracies, where a presi-
dent elected for a fixed term is automatically the formateur and can make
take-it-or-leave-it offers to other parties, if he or she chooses to invite other
parties into the government in the first place.

Portfolio Allocation. When party leaders come to an agreement about which
parties will constitute the new government, they also need to decide how
many portfolios, or ministerial positions, each party will receive, as well as
which portfolios go to which party. As mentioned earlier, the norm (often
referred to as Gamson’s law) is that each government party will get a share
of the government portfolios that approximates the share of legislative seats
that it contributes to the government’s total set of legislative seats. If two par-
ties form a government, and one party has 40 members in the legislature and
the other party has 120members in the legislature, then together they control
160 legislators. The smaller party contributes one-fourth of the legislators to
the government’s total, and should get one-fourth of the portfolios, whereas
the larger party contributes three-fourths of the legislators and should get
three-fourths of the portfolios. The party of the formateur nearly always gets
the prime ministerial portfolio. If a Green party is in the government, it nor-
mally receives the environmental portfolio; in other cases, it is less obvious
which party will get which portfolio, though if a party has a strong interest
in a particular policy area, then this will be considered when bargaining over
portfolios.
In practice, portfolios do not get allocated in a perfectly proportional man-

ner. Although the relationship between a party’s share of the government’s
legislative seats and the party’s share of the ministerial portfolios is very
strong, there is normally a slight advantage for the smaller governmental
parties. That is, the largest parties—the ones that tend to be given the posi-
tion of formateur in the first place—typically get less than their “fair share”
of the portfolios, whereas their smaller partners get more. Paul Warwick and
James Druckman (2006) show that the pattern of a fairly proportional allo-
cation of ministerial portfolios, with a bias that favors small parties, is con-
sistent across many decades in Western European democracies. The story
is different in presidential regimes, though, where the president does not
allocate portfolios so generously to coalition partners, and where more port-
folios are given to nonpartisan ministers—that is, to people who are not con-
nected with a party in the legislature. In presidential regimes, such ministers
are either chosen for technical expertise or personal loyalty (a friend of the
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president). Although nonpartisan ministers are found in parliamentary and
semi-presidential democracies as well, they are less frequent because they do
not help the cabinet maintain legislative support.

CUTTING-EDGE RESEARCH

Early political science research on government formation was largely based
on democracies in Western Europe, and much of what we know about
government formation and cabinets comes from the experiences of these
countries. However, in recent years, this has changed. The transition to
democracy of most of the Eastern European countries around 1990 provides
an important source of new data about the government formation process.
Scholars can test hypotheses from theories that might have been devel-
oped with Western European examples in mind on completely different
cases. The passage of time and the emergence of new parliamentary and
semi-presidential democracies (both within and outside of Europe) provide
analysts with valuable new information. Scholars have also begun using
subnational government coalitions (regional or local) to test their hypotheses
on new cases (Bäck, 2003).
The literature on coalition formation has a strong tradition of formal theory,

particularly with the use of game theoretic bargaining models. The origi-
nal formal models of government formation typically contained three par-
ties and generated outcomes in which a minimal winning coalition would
form immediately, with most of the share of the office benefits allocated to
the larger (formateur) party. More recent work has aimed at matching the
real world more closely (see, e.g., Laver, de Marchi, & Mutlu, 2011). Some
newer models have been able to produce minority coalitions as well as sur-
plus ones, bargaining delays, and a more proportional allocation of portfo-
lios that approximates the bias in favor of small parties that we see in the
real world. The recent models have generated new implications to be tested
as well.
In addition to new data and new theoretical arguments, scholars have

been developing methods for more appropriately testing theories about
government formation. As statistical methods become more advanced
(and at the same time easier to use), researchers have been finding more
appropriate methods for analyzing their data. For example, scholars use
statistical techniques originally designed by medical researchers to analyze
the duration of events—such an approach is used to examine which factors
affect the length of bargaining delays. More recently, scholars have borrowed
from other literatures (voting behavior, transportation economics, etc.) to
find new ways of testing hypotheses about which prime ministerial party
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gets chosen out of the set of all possible parties, or which government coali-
tion gets chosen out of the set of all possible coalitions, or how to examine
both of these choices together. Combining statistical methods that allow
researchers to answer new questions, with more data from democracies
around the world, should allow researchers to continue to generate novel
insights into the government formation process.
The original research agenda, developed by scholars focused on govern-

ments in the parliamentary democracies of Western Europe, expanded first
to encompass semi-presidential regimes and then presidential ones. Most of
the literature still focuses on parliamentary and semi-presidential regimes,
but work on government formation in presidential systems has been increas-
ing rapidly. Presidential parties often control only aminority of the legislative
seats, which means that presidents, when forming their cabinets, often build
coalition governments. As mentioned earlier, some of the dynamics of gov-
ernment formation and legislative-executive relations are quite different in
presidential regimes compared to parliamentary or semi-presidential ones;
however, some of the dynamics are surprisingly similar. Scholars are only
beginning to compare across all three regimes, taking seriously the variation
within and across them.

KEY ISSUES FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

In future research, scholars will be able to exploit the new data and new
methods to broaden the scope of the questions they ask, as well as revisit
some of the “conventional wisdom” to see if it still holds up (or under
which conditions it holds up). The emphasis in the study of cabinets has
long been on parliamentary democracies, and on the making and break-
ing of governments—the moment when they form as well as when and
why they end. However, who gets into government or how stable that
government is matters because of what governments do. We generally
assume that the type and partisan composition of a government affects
what kind of policy agenda it pursues and how successful it will be in
enacting its agenda. Yet few studies link policy outcomes to governments,
or examine how legislators interact with government ministers to produce
policy, or whether bargaining delays have pernicious economic outcomes.
These issues are at the heart of why governments matter. Such research is
challenging, though, because examining government policy (or legislative
behavior) of many governments over time and across countries requires
large-scale data-gathering projects. Dealing with the different languages,
different institutional rules and the different historical and other contextual
features that are relevant to each country pose a challenge for researchers.
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Contributions from qualitative and quantitative scholars, along with pure
formal theory contributions, are all relevant for this research agenda.
Going forward, as more studies compare across presidential, parliamen-

tary, and semi-presidential democracies, we will hopefully see studies of
previously ignored or understudied regions. We know little about gov-
ernment formation processes in developing democracies—who gets in,
how long does it take, who gets what, and so on. Thus far, researchers
using a cross-national approach to answering these kinds of questions have
done so mostly in the context of advanced industrialized democracies.
As scholars begin to explore a wider set of countries, however, they may
need to modify their theories because some of the characteristics of the
government formation process familiar to scholars of Western Europe,
say, are not necessarily relevant elsewhere. For example, most models of
government formation treat parties as if they are unitary actors. The reason
for this is that European parties tend to enter and exit government cabinets
as a single unit, and most European parties are organized in such a way that
the party leaders can exercise tight discipline over their members. Thus,
if a party enters government, the party leaders will have some ministerial
portfolios and they can also, by and large, tell their legislative members how
to vote. Legislators who disobey directives from party elites are likely to be
ejected from the party, or at the very least find it difficult to be reelected to
the legislature. This scenario does not fit all countries, however (Samuels
& Shugart, 2010). Government formation processes in some countries are
focused sharply around an influential leader, often the president, rather than
determined by the distribution of parties in the legislature.
In fact, our existing theories might be mainly applicable to countries with

particular types of party systems. What happens if we relax some of the
assumptions in our existing theories? How does the government formation
process work in countries without disciplined parties, or with parties that
are built around presidential candidates, and so may change from election
to election? How are portfolios allocated if regional or ethnic groups are the
relevant groups to be brought into a support coalition, or if patronage is the
relevant factor, rather than parties that are arrayed on the left-right ideologi-
cal dimension that dominates the policy landscape in Western Europe? Few
scholars have examined government formation in the developing democra-
cies in Africa, for example, but it seems reasonable to think that the standard
models based onWestern Europemight not adequately explain the dynamics
of legislative-executive relations in many African countries. The limits of our
existing theories ought to push researchers to consider more carefully how
much existing arguments rely upon features of Western European countries
that may not be applicable elsewhere.
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