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W
hich parties get into government in parliamentary democra-

cies? This question has long attracted the attention of scholars

interested in the relationship between electoral outcomes and

the practice of parliamentary government, and finding the answer is, “when

all is said and done, simply one of the most important substantive projects

in political science” (Laver and Schofield 1990, 89). For this reason, stu-

dents of coalition politics, including game theorists, country experts, and

contributors from several other subfields, have made the study of govern-

ment formation one of the most theoretically active areas of research in the

discipline.

Unfortunately, this impressive theoretical productivity has not led to

systematic progress in the explanation and prediction of real-world gov-

ernments. Most scholars have employed rather limited empirical designs—

such as detailed accounts of coalition bargaining across a number of coun-

tries (Luebbert 1986; de Swaan 1973), uncontrolled comparisons of large

samples of cabinets (Laver and Schofield 1990), or analyses of particularly

prominent cases (Strøm 1994)—to evaluate ever more complicated, and

often quite different, theories of government formation. Researchers have

yet to subject the various competing hypotheses in this literature to an ap-

propriate multivariate statistical analysis, although this is exactly the type

of procedure we must use to choose among them.

We do not suggest that other scholars have been unaware of the em-

pirical shortcomings in this literature. Instead, we believe that the hesita-

tion to attempt multivariate statistical work has come from limitations

(only recently overcome) in the set of methodological tools available to

most political scientists. Specifically, although most theorists have formu-

lated the basic problem as the selection of a single coalition from the set of

all possible coalitions, none of the commonly used statistical models is able

Government Formation in
Parliamentary Democracies

Lanny W. Martin Florida State University

Randolph T. Stevenson Rice University

Research on government formation in

parliamentary democracies is replete

with theoretical arguments about why

some coalitions form while others do

not. Unfortunately, this theoretical

richness has not led to the develop-

ment of an empirical tradition that

allows scholars to evaluate the rela-

tive importance of competing theo-

ries. We resolve this problem by ap-

plying an empirical framework that is

appropriate for modeling coalition

choice to evaluate several leading

explanations of government forma-

tion. Our approach allows us to make

conclusions about the relative impor-

tance of traditional variables relating

to size and ideology and to assess

the impact of recent new-institutional-

ist theories on our ability to explain

and predict government formation.
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