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Minority government 
• What strategies are open to, and used by, minority governments to secure their legislative 

programme? 
 
Sub-national coalitions 
• How are the dynamics of coalition government affected by a decentralised political 

system? 
 
This report examines these, and other important, issues associated with the transition from 
single party to coalition government.  The research is based on study visits undertaken in four 
overseas countries: Denmark, Germany, Ireland and New Zealand.  Across these locations, a 
total of seventy interviews were carried out with government ministers, other politicians, civil 
servants, political advisers and commentators. 
 
The aim of the report is to extend the awareness among policy makers in the UK of the 
methods by which coalitions in other countries are formed, operate and terminate.  The report 
both describes and evaluates these arrangements, with a view to enhancing knowledge and 
identifying possible options for policy reform in the UK.  Readers who want a brief precis of 
the findings and recommendations for each set of issues set out above will find them in the 
‘Conclusion’ at the end of each chapter.  A short policy briefing on the issues contained in this 
report is also available, from the Constitution Unit. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
The distinction between single party and coalition government 

The United Kingdom has, for a long time, been one of the main exemplars of the ‘majoritarian’ 
system of democracy.  The principal feature of this model is that executive power tends to be 
held by a single party and not shared between parties (Lijphart, 1999).  By contrast, 
governments in many other countries are formed by two or more parties in coalition.  It is true 
that, for a significant part of the twentieth century, the UK has been governed by coalition 
administrations (Figure 1).  But this experience has always taken place in the context either of 
wartime or economic crisis or as a prelude to mergers between political parties (Bogdanor, 
1983: 10-12).  Two or more parties have never come together to share power outside these 
circumstances.  Moreover, all the examples of coalition occurred prior to 1945. 
 
 

Figure 1: Single party and coalition governments in Britain, 1900-2000 

Notes 

Positive value = single party government 

Negative value = coalition government 

Source: Butler, 1986: 36-7; updated by the author 
 
 
As of 1999, however, government in the UK is no longer dominated by the single party model.  
The first elections to the Scottish Parliament were followed by the formation of a coalition 
between Labour and the Liberal Democrats.  The Northern Ireland Assembly is also governed 
by a coalition, this time of four parties under a prescribed power sharing arrangement.  The 
Welsh Assembly was initially overseen by a minority single party administration, but this 
lasted only a year and a half, at which point Labour formed a coalition with the Liberal 
Democrats to give the government a majority in the Assembly.  At Westminster, too, there is 
the possibility of reforming the electoral system in a way that would make coalition 
governments a more normal feature of our politics.  The report of the ‘Independent 
Commission on the Voting System’, chaired by Lord Jenkins, proposed a semi-proportional 
electoral system which, it argued, would entail frequent, if not permanent, coalition 
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administrations (Jenkins, 1998).  At the time of writing, the Jenkins Report has made little 
progress, and the chances of electoral reform for Westminster appear slim.  But coalition 
politics in the UK no longer depends on the possibility of electoral reform for Westminster; it 
can now be seen in action in Scotland, Wales (see Box 1 for a précis of coalition formation in 
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Nonetheless, significant practical and normative differences do exist between single party and 
coalition governments.  The easiest way to highlight some of these practical variations is to 
follow the coalition government process, beginning with the formation of an administration, 
continuing with its operation and ending with its termination.  Within each part of the process 
lie key sub-areas: the role of elections, negotiating a coalition, forging an agreement, 
managing relations between the parties and the rules covering the ending of a government.  
The following section examines each sub-area briefly, raising a set of issues or ‘pressure 
points’ that need to be considered as part of the transition from single party to coalition rule. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The role of elections 
Majoritarian electoral systems encourage two party electoral competition which in turn 
promotes single party governments.  In such conditions, it is normally clear to voters prior to 
the election what their vote will mean for government formation.  Voters can thus use their 
ballot to determine the government that gets formed after the election.  By contrast, under 
proportional electoral conditions, party competition is more fragmented and it is less likely 
that a single party will gain an outright majority of seats.  In these conditions, governments 
are often formed only after post-election haggling, with voters potentially having little sense 
of what their ballot will mean for government formation.  As described in Chapter 1, this 
feature of proportional electoral systems is held by some to weaken the power of voters over 
government formation.  The two key questions that need to be considered in such a multi-
party context are (a) how can voters be given a clearer role in government formation, and (b) 
how can voters identify responsibility for government activities when coalitions involve two 
or more parties sharing power? 
 n e 
 [ ( t e r m i n a p o r t ) - . 3 ( e  r u o n s  ) ] T J 
 / T T 2  1
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considers the function of external agents (notably the Head of State) in the formation process 
and the role of ‘caretaker’ governments, the administrations responsible for ‘holding the fort’ 
while a new government is being formed. 
 
Underlying these specific questions are two more general issues.  The first asks whether the 
parties be allowed a free rein when it comes to negotiating a new government or whether 
some constraints on their behaviour are necessary in order to generate more optimal 
outcomes?  Constraints may serve to limit the bargaining power of some parties – particularly 
small ones – and prevent them from playing off other parties to extract the maximum possible 
advantage.  Constraints, or rules, may also help prevent deadlock in the formation process.  
The second issue is whether new constitutional rules are needed to underpin the stability of 
coalition governments, since these tend to be less durable than single party majority 
administrations.  In covering these issues, Chapter 2 examines how far constitutional rules 
that are appropriate in the context of single party governments remain so in the context of 
coalition administrations. 
 
Negotiating a government 
When governments are formed by single parties, no delay is necessary when one 
administration falls and another is formed.  Thus, following government defeats at 
Westminster elections, the removal vans are usually parked at the prime minister’s residence 
the day after the contest to remove the incumbent and install his/her successor.  But in multi-
party conditions, elections may not be ‘decisive’ and governments may only be formed 
following a process of inter-party bargaining.  These negotiations, along with the formal 
written agreement to which they usually give rise, is the most obvious visible difference 
between single party and coalition administrations, and is dealt with in Chapter 3. 
 
Compared to the almost instantaneous government formation process under single party 
conditions, the negotiations usually necessary for multi-party governments may take weeks or 
even months to complete.  This raises the question of whether explicit or implicit time limits 
should be placed on the government formation process to prevent it dragging on and putting 
the ‘caretaker’ under undue strain.  On the other hand, whereas individual parties may take 
months or even years to draw up detailed election manifestos, which then serve as the basis 
for decisions in government, proto-coalitions have only a relatively short period of time in 
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Table 1: The transition to coalition government: Key questions 

 
 

Stage of the governmental 
process 

 

 
Specific issue 

 
General thematic question 
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Thus, in answer to the question of what difference power sharing administrations would 
make, this report builds on the observations of one British commentator, that coalition 
“cannot be understood unless it is recognised as a specific type of government with its own 
conventions and rules, all flowing from the fundamental principle of power sharing” 
(Bogdanor, 1983a: 263).  Another has argued that “There is no change that would have more 
far reaching implications for [Britain’s] political system than for hung parliaments to become 
the norm” (Butler, 1986: 16-17).  This report examines some of these implications. 
 
It is one thing to suggest that the transition to coalition government raises major questions for 
a country’s constitutional and political system.  It is another to argue that these issues cannot 
simply be accommodated by ad hoc changes to the existing system.  Clearly, to some extent, 
they can; coalitions have been introduced in Scotland and Wales with relatively little 
contingency planning (certainly in the latter case) and, with the exception of some hiccups, the 
adaptation does not appear to have thrown up too many problems.  But such benign 
outcomes are wholly dependent on the foresight, mutual trust and restraint of the major 
actors, notably civil servants and politicians.  In circumstances where these conditions are 
absent, the outcome can be far less healthy.  To take one recent example, in 1996 New Zealand 
changed its electoral system from single member plurality to a variant of the Additional 
Member system (’Mixed Member Proportional’, or MMP, in New Zealand).  The old system 
had tended to yield single party governments, while the new system was designed in part to 
produce power sharing between the parties.  Yet, in spite of extensive preparation, the 
transition was not a success.  The formation of the first coalition was a drawn out affair, and 
produced a result that few voters expected, leading to an unpopular government.  The 
coalition also lacked internal cohesion and suffered from poor management and personality 
clashes.  When the government fell, just 
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committed to its success and subsequently brought it down (Steel, 1980: 156; Hennessy and 
Masani, 1992: 8).  However, the Lib-Lab pact has so far been a one-off, limiting the extent to 
which we can draw general lessons for power sharing situations.  And it should be 
remembered that the pact was an example of minority government, not coalition government 
proper, since the Liberals were never formally brought into government.  The experience thus 
hints at various considerations that will need to be taken into account should Westminster 
move to coalition government, but it hardly provides a rich source of information. 
 
Nor can we glean much from other tiers of government.  True, around one third of Britain’s 
local authorities are currently ‘hung’, with no one party holding a majority of seats (Leach and 
Game, 2000).  As a result, local councils have good experience of power sharing arrangements 
and minority administrations.  But these arrangements tend to fall short of formal coalitions, 
since they usually involve the partners sharing the rewards of office (committee chairs) but 
not a common policy programme with structured coordination mechanisms.  Formal 
coalitions are far rarer than power sharing arrangements, although they may be getting more 
common (Temple, 1999).  Moreover, until recently, local authorities had no provision for 
executive cabinets, and therefore any power sharing was organised on a decentralised basis – 
through the committee system – rather than through a single central executive body.  The 
infrequency of formal coalitions at the local tier, plus local authorities’ very different 
institutional set-up, suggest that this level of government has only limited relevance to the 
national and regional tiers. 
 
Learning from overseas 
An alternative approach is to look further afield at overseas countries, where the incidence of 
coalition administrations at the national level is greater.  One source of information is the 
voluminous secondary literature on coalition government.  One of the major branches of 
research and writing within political science over the last few decades has concerned itself 
with multi-party bargaining in coalition situations.  Yet much of this research is highly 
theoretical, being concerned primarily to explain how different forms of coalition are formed 
in the first place rather than how they operate in practice.  Recently,  a body of work has 
appeared that has more relevance for policy makers, focusing as it does on the way that 
institutional variables influence government formation (see Strøm, Budge and Laver, 1994).  
Comparative research also includes a greater empirical element, since the particularities of a 
country’s constitutional and political system are now held to be an important part of 
explaining coalition behaviour.  Notable in this respect is a recent edited collection of case 
studies from thirteen west European countries, which painstakingly records how coalitions 
form, operate and terminate (Müller and Strøm, 2000).  This volume is an extremely useful 
source of information and data, as will be evident from its numerous citations in this report. 
 
But short case studies can only convey a limited amount of information, and they are 
essentially descriptive rather than analytical.  Sometimes, the data from case studies is 
brought together in a more comparative focus.1  But these accounts often operate at a high 
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It is perhaps not surprising that the academic literature rarely engages in evaluation, since 
there is little demand for lesson learning among west European countries, which tend to have 
long experience of coalition government.  We have to look further afield for such demand.  A 
good example is New Zealand which, in 1996, changed its electoral system to a proportional 
model (MMP), and engaged in serious preparation for the transition to multi-party 
government.  Changes that were foreseen included the need for specific mechanisms to 
manage and coordinate coalitions, a reduction in the power of the prime minister as a result of 
having to share power with one or more parties, the need to ensure balanced representation 
on cabinet sub-committees and an increase in the time taken to make decisions due to the 
requirement for greater consultation between the coalition partners.  On the administrative 
side, civil servants would be faced with longer periods of uncertainty as new governments 
were formed after elections, and with the need to accommodate inter-party politics in their 
departmental policy role (Boston et al, 1996: 116-51).  The preparations undertaken to meet 
these challenges included systematic planning by teams of civil servants (James, 1997), 
overseas visits by officials and parliamentar
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The country case studies 
The countries examined in this report are Germany, Denmark, Ireland and New Zealand.  All 
are ‘parliamentary’ systems, in which executive authority is drawn from an elected legislature 
rather than being the subject of a separate vote.  Moreover, in each, the executive holds office 
only with the support of the legislature, thus being distinct from systems (eg. Switzerland) in 
which the legislature cannot dismiss the executive.  The study countries also share reasonably 
similar party systems to that in the UK, since they are broadly unidimensional (oriented 
around a single ideological structure) rather than multidimensional (with a more complex set 
of ‘cleavages’ structuring party competition) (Budge and Laver, 1992). 
 
Table 2 shows the patterns of government in the four study countries over the last thirty 
years.  It can quickly be seen that the experience of coalition government varies between 
country.  Germany has a well developed system of coalition government; more than nine in 
ten governments formed during the twentieth century have involved two or more parties 
(Müller and Strøm, 2000: 2).  Both Denmark and Ireland have relatively mature coalition 
systems, although coalition has only become the norm in Ireland since 1989, when the 
dominant party, Fianna Fail, ended its moratorium on sharing power.  New Zealand has a 
more limited experience of coalition government, dating only from the mid-1990s.  This range 
in the maturity of coalition administrations allows the research to explore both the short term 
implications of a shift to power sharing governments (New Zealand) as well as assessing the 
arrangements in systems which have had longer to adapt to coalition conditions (Germany, 
Denmark, Ireland). 
 
 

Table 2: Governments in the four study countries, 1970-2001 
 
 

 Denmark 

 

   Germany  

Year 

 

Government PM  Year Government PM 

 SD SD   SPD-FDP SPD 

1973* Lib Lib  1972* SPD-FDP SDP 

1975* SD SD  1976* SPD-FDP SPD 

1977* SD SD  1980* SPD-FDP SPD 

1978 SD-Lib SD  1982 SDP SPD 

1979* SD SD   CDU-CSU-FDP CDU 

1981* SD SD  1983* CDU-CSU-FDP CDU 

1982 Con-Lib-CD-CPP Con  1987* CDU-CSU-FDP CDU 

1984* Con-Lib-CD-CPP Con  1990 CDU-CSU-FDP CDU 

1987* Con-Lib-CD-CPP Con  1991* CDU-CSU-FDP CDU 
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analysed coalition government in Germany’s federal system, drawing on practice both at the 
centre and at the state level.3 
 
But while these factors help explain why my four study countries provide a useful source of 
policy learning for the UK, their political systems vary in important ways, such that any 
lesson learning needs to be undertaken cautiously.  For a start, three of the countries are far 
smaller than the UK, although closer in population to Scotland and Wales.  This is not a trivial 
point in the context of the operation of coalition government.  As I describe more fully in 
Chapter 5, the management and coordination of coalitions depends to a high degree on close 
personal contacts and mutual trust.  The smaller the polity, the greater the likely contact 
between ministers and between other important political actors, and the lesser the need to 
resort to formal coordination mechanisms.4 
 
A second distinction relates to the countries’ political institutions and culture.  The UK’s 
democratic system is an example of the ‘Westminster’ or ‘majoritarian’ model, key features of 
which include the concentration of power in single party cabinets, the domination of the 
executive over the legislature, a majoritarian voting system and a dominant two party pattern 
of electoral competition (Lijphart, 1999: 9-31).  The UK shared these conditions with New 
Zealand until the latter’s switch to a proportional electoral system in 1996.  Ireland exhibits a 
less majoritarian political system and Germany even less so.  Denmark, in contrast to the UK, 
has a political system often described as consensual; certainly political authority is far less 
concentrated in the cabinet, and more dispersed to the legislature, than in the UK (Lijphart, 
1999: 248). 
 
In important ways, the, the four study countries differ from one another and from the UK.  
But they also share sufficient features in common that comparisons can be made between 
them.  This raises the question of how far the UK can learn from the practice of coalition 
government in different contexts.  We must always be careful about seeking to transfer 
institutions or arrangements that work well elsewhere to our very different domestic 
conditions.  In general, the closer the political systems and conditions between the host and 
study countries, the easier it is to engage in policy transfer.  But the efficacy of lesson learning 
also depends on what is being examined.  In this case, the success or failure of different 
coalition models depends to a large extent on relationships between the key political actors.  
Such ‘soft’ or informal norms and mechanisms are sui generis and not transferable between 
countries or, indeed, within countries over time.  More amenable to cross-jurisdictional lesson 
learning are ‘hard’, or formal, mechanisms such as rules and institutions (Rose, 2000: 637-8).  
These tend to operate ‘mechanically’ or ‘quasi-mechanically’ in that they exert a strong 
influence over outcomes independently of other background variables.  If a particular 
institution produces a specific outcome in one country, it is highly likely to do the same in 
another.  The mechanical rules of most interest in this context are those covering the formation 
and termination of governments.  For example, one of the features often held to contribute to 
the relative stability of government in Germany is the constitutional rule that the opposition 
parties can only pass a motion of no confidence in the government if they also nominate a 
                                                      
3 The state, or 



 
21

successor at the same time.  This ‘constructive no confidence’ provision has subsequently been 
extended to Spain and Belgium, and has recently been recommended for adoption by Ireland, 
as a means of avoiding parliamentary deadlock (Constitution Review Group, 1996). 
 
Given this caveat about drawing lessons from overseas, what does this report aim to do?  In 
part, it aims to extend the level of awareness among policy makers in the UK of the methods 
by which coalitions in other countries are formed, operate and terminate.  There are a wide 
range of ways in which coalition governments are structured, and this report adopts a 
descriptive approach to highlight some of these.  The greater the knowledge among domestic 
policy makers of coalition models in other juri
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same time.  On the one hand, government formation and termination in the devolved areas is 
already covered by a detailed set of constitutional rules.  The report briefly examines the rules 
in Scotland and Wales, not in the belief that – if found to be ineffective or inadequate – they 
could be wholly rewritten, rather that minor amendments or additions may be possible.  
Nonetheless, the existence of a detailed constitutional framework in Scotland and Wales 
means that policy makers there may find more of value in my discussion of ‘softer’ issues, 
such as how coalition governments operate in practice, and the dynamics of sub-national 
coalitions.  When it comes Westminster on the other hand, there is clearly little point in 
discussing in detail how a potential coalition regime might operate; rather, it is far better to 
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CHAPTER 1: Coalition Governments and Elections 
 
 
A frequent criticism of proportional electoral systems is that they change the relationship 
between voters and governments, weakening accountability and responsiveness in the 
following ways: 
 
• If governments are only formed after elections on the basis of horse-trading between the 

parties, voters may have little way of knowing before the election how their vote will 
translate into government outcomes. 

• Multi-party governments, where responsibility for decisions is shared between two or 
more parties, may make it difficult for voters to attribute responsibility for policy 
outcomes. 

• Parties that perform poorly at elections may get a ‘second bite at the cherry’, by 
negotiating successfully to enter government.  Moreover, small parties tend to gain 
government rewards out of proportion to their electoral performance. 

 
The primary focus of this section is on the relationship between voters, parties and 
governments.  The questions raised are the subject of a very broad and detailed scientific 
literature.  In this section, I do no more than5.1( aioo.2(Tw
wause) smesof thiema)n r
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Under majoritarian arrangements, so the argument goes, voters (a) know what they are voting 
for and can thus use their vote to register their desired outcome; because (b) elections are 
‘controlling’ in allocating to the party with the largest share of seats a legislative majority 
(Budge, 1998: 6).9  The question I want to explore is the first part of the argument namely, 
under multi-party conditions, how do voters know what they are voting for; how can 
governments be ‘prospectively’ accountable?  (The second part of the argument, is a question 
about how decisive electoral success is for the formation of government, and is dealt with 
below;  pages 30-1) 
 
In multi-party systems, the link between electoral preferences and government composition is 
surely weaker than under majoritarian conditions, since governments are usually only formed 
via a process of post-election bargaining by the parties, over which voters have little control.  
In fact, bargaining after the election can be shaped by voters’ actions under two conditions 
(Budge, 1998: 7).  First, when the party system ‘cleaves’ into two distinct blocs, usually of the 
right and left, and when governments adhere to these blocs (avoiding cross-bloc governments 
containing parties of both the left and right).
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to work with in a coalition government”.  In Scotland, a majority (53%) agreed with the 
statement, while in Wales, a plurality (41%) did so, with less than one in five disagreeing 
(Curtice et al: 2000: 26-7). 
 
The importance of pre-election alliances depends somewhat on what voters believe the 
purpose of elections to be.  If, on the one hand, they believe the role of elections is to choose a 
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on preferential voting behaviour which I cannot cover here.  However, some evidence casts 
doubt on the extent to which voters use their ballot to signal which parties they would prefer 
to see in government.15 
 
In Ireland in the post war period, levels of vote transfers between Fine Gael and Labour have 
increased noticeably at elections in which the 
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Electoral responsiveness 

Further down the chain, the question arises of how far electoral performance shapes 
government formation.  Do parties that have been punished at elections manage to stay in 
office?  Do parties that have won only minor shares of the vote gain undue reward in terms of 
office?  The first question concerns the responsiveness of elections, the second the 
proportionality of the rewards.  If governments are formed through a process of post-election 
inter-party bargaining with little reference back to the election results, then executives cease to 
be responsive to the preferences of their citizens. 
 
It is perfectly possible for parties that have won minor shares of the vote to gain a place in 
government.  For example, the FDP has participated in two thirds of post-war German 
governments, yet has never polled more than 13% of the vote.  But while small parties may 
participate in government, they tend only to command limited resources.  The allocation of 
ministries across countries tends to reflect party strength, so that portfolios are distributed 
broadly in line with the proportion of seats each partner contributes to the coalition.  The only 
exception to this is the slight bonus that small parties are often given; but this rarely adds up 
to anything more than a single additional post (Laver and Schofield, 1990: 171-3). 
 
When it comes to forming, and participating in, a coalition, comparative analysis suggests that 
electoral success is an important factor in determining which party(ies) becomes the formateur 
(lead party in the formation process) and ends up in the coalition (Warwick, 1996).  But 
electoral responsiveness varies between countries.  Analysis of the Netherlands and Norway 
shows that, while responsiveness in the former is very low (ie. there is very little relationship 
between how well parties fare at elections and their chances of getting into government), it is 
higher in the latter, mainly due to the organisation of the parties into two opposing blocs 
(Narud, 1996a: 492-3).  A larger dataset reveals considerable variation between countries, with 
the highest score attached to the UK on account of its majoritarian electoral system (Strøm, 
1990: 75).17 
 
One way of analysing the responsiveness of elections is to examine whether the largest party 
(measured here in terms of vote share) gets to form a government.  Across a basket of west 
European countries, I have found that they generally do.18  The exceptions are Denmark and 
Sweden (where the Social Democrats have sometimes been the largest party but have been 
outnumbered by coalitions among the ‘bourgeois’ parties) and Ireland and Norway (where 
Fianna Fail and Labour, respectively, have often refused to enter coalition). 
 
An alternative measure is to examine whether parties that have lost ground at elections have 
still managed to gain a place in the resulting governments.  I have examined election results 
for nine west European countries19 in the post-war period, to see how far coalition formation 
is either mildly unresponsive to elections (defined as a party entering a government when its 
vote share – although not necessarily seat share – h