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ABSTRACT
In parliamentary democracies, elections distribute the seats in parliament, but 
who gets into government and determines the policy agenda over the course 
of the legislative term is decided upon after the elections, in negotiations 
between the political parties. This introduction to the special issue discusses 
research concerning dynamic approaches to coalition governments. A dynamic 
approach implies that what happens at the electoral stage influences the gov-
ernment formation stage, which in turn shapes what happens during the gov-
ernment’s tenure, which may influence the cabinet’s durability. Hence, this type 
of research tries to analyse various stages of a government’s ‘life cycle’ from its 
‘birth’ to its ‘death’ as interdependent processes, rather than examining them in 
mutual isolation. These processes may be restricted to the confines of a 
self-contained universe of politicians and political parties, or they may involve 
‘external’ events, such as, for example, elections, or the state of the economy. 
In addition to having a dynamic approach to analysing coalitions, the contri-
butions in the special issue use brand-new comparative data from several 
independent research projects investigating various aspects of coalition 
politics.

KEYWORDS  Coalition research; dynamics in coalition studies; coalition life cycle

In parliamentary democracies, elections distribute the parliamentary 
seats, but what is decided upon after the elections and in negotiations 
between the political parties is clearly of central importance to our 
understanding of such political systems. The focus of coalition studies 
has mainly been what happens after and between elections, and for 
about seven decades scholars have researched why some coalition gov-
ernments form while others do not, how they distribute office and pol-
icy payoffs to coalition partners, how they plan to guarantee a certain 
level of stability, how they eventually collapse, and the electoral conse-
quences of their downfall.
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However, coalition studies have been criticised for their static nature, 
as much theoretical and empirical work has focused on isolated episodes 
of complex political processes, such as the formation of government coa-
litions, without considering what happens at other stages of the coalition 
‘life cycle’. For instance, in empirical studies, scholars have employed as 
their explanatory variables mostly the parties’ initial ‘endowments’, such as 
legislative seat shares or policy preferences – attributes which typically 
remain unchanged during the life of a coalition (e.g. Druckman 2008; 
Laver 1974, 1986, 2008). This classic critique of the state of the art has 
not remained unchallenged (see e.g. Strøm 2008). In particular, the study 
of isolated episodes has given way to a more dynamic approach incorpo-
rating how coalition actors’ experiences at one stage of a coalition’s life 
cycle influence their behaviour in episodes that follow and how anticipa-
tion of challenges during the coalition life cycle governs their behaviour 
earlier on. Thus, the idea that what happens at the government formation 
stage shapes what happens during the government’s tenure, which in turn 
influences its durability.

In this special issue, we aim to contribute further towards a more 
dynamic approach to coalition research. In the remainder of this intro-
duction to the special issue, we first summarise the critical discussion 
regarding the static nature of coalition research. We then elaborate on 
different ways in which political science research can account for the 
dynamic nature of government coalitions and coalition politics. Specifically, 
we refer to three types of dynamics: interactions between coalition actors 
within each stage of the coalition cycle; influence from actual events at 
one stage of the coalition cycle to another, and from the anticipation of 
such events in a later stage of the coalition cycle; dynamics within the 
coalition resulting from changes in the world outside coalition politics. 
Next, we review the literature showing where we stand regarding making 
coalition research dynamic. In so doing, we particularly focus on studies 
providing a comparative perspective. Some of the gaps identified in our 
review are addressed in the special issue articles. But rather than provid-
ing a separate section with a preview of the contributions to this special 
issue, we place them in the literature discussion, showing how they con-
tribute to the research agenda.

A ‘dynamic turn’ in coalition research

Missing dynamics in coalition research

From its inception in the 1950s, coalition research has tried to explain 
which governments form (Axelrod 1970; De Swaan 1973; Dodd 1976; 
Gamson 1961; Riker 1962; von Neumann and Morgenstern 1953; for 
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reviews see Laver 1998; Laver and Schofield 1990; Müller 2009; Strøm 
and Nyblade 2007). Later, the scholarly interest also shifted to govern-
ment duration (Dodd 1976; Warwick 1994; for reviews see e.g. Grofman 
and van Roozendaal 1997; Laver 2003) and portfolio allocation (Browne 
and Franklin 1973; Gamson 1961; for a review Warwick and Druckman 
2001). For a long time, research on these topics treated each topic as 
isolated episodes in the life of coalitions. Such research hence took a 
static perspective on coalition politics. While coalition research has made 
considerable progress in many respects, its static perspective has been 
seen as an inherent weakness (e.g. Druckman 2008; Laver 1974, 1986).

Already in 1974, Laver criticised the bulk of studies concerned with 
government formation and based on formal coalition theories as ahistor-
ical, not considering the national history of coalitions: ‘It is not true … 
that the slate is wiped clean after every election, with parties searching for 
coalition partners as if the political world had just been created’ (1974: 
259). Thus, a more realistic perspective would try to understand coalition 
formation – or, indeed, any aspect of coalition politics – before the back-
ground of the experiences the parties made with each other in earlier 
situations.

About a decade later, Laver (1986: 33) again criticised that ‘most for-
mal theories of coalition formation are essentially static’, aiming at explain-
ing static aspects of coalition politics, such as the party composition of 
coalitions or portfolio distribution among government parties. This was 
considered a major limitation, as ‘[m]any of the more interesting aspects 
of coalition politics tend, of course, to be concerned with dynamic aspects 
of the situation’. What is more, the explanations suggested by formal coa-
lition theories rest on a set of variables that are also static in nature, such 
as parties’ parliamentary seat shares or their policy positions as indicated 
by their electoral manifestos. Because of this confinement of coalition 
research, most of the predictions from static coalition theories ‘cannot 
change until a new election produces a new set of parameters’ (Laver 
1986: 34).

Arguing for a dynamic perspective in coalition research

In 2008, Political Research Quarterly published a symposium on ‘Dynamic 
Theories of Coalition Politics’ edited by James N. Druckman. The sympo-
sium contained some new work exemplifying dynamic analysis but also a 
few pieces commenting on the state of the art. In one of the latter, Laver 
(2008) restated and elaborated his criticisms as cited above. In another, 
Druckman (2008: 479–80) argued that ‘for an approach to be genuinely 
dynamic, there must be some incorporation of the past and/or the future’. 
While underlining the claims made by Laver, Druckman added a new 
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twist by referring to the missing link with the dynamic world outside 
coalitions, suggesting that the ‘typical research study explores a single coa-
lition process at one point in time, with limited attention to dynamics 
external to coalition politics’.

In the same symposium, Kaare Strøm, another leading coalition 
researcher, arrived at a conclusion that seems at odds with the 
above-mentioned criticisms. Accordingly, the ‘study of coalition politics 
has come a long way from its one-time conception of coalition bargaining 
as episodic and mutually isolated events, brought about spontaneously 
and exogenously by a general election or the sudden fall of an incumbent 
government’ (2008: 537). And even Druckman (2008: 480) referred to 
‘notable examples of dynamic research’.

However, it is not possible, neither in terms of formal theory nor in 
terms of empirical modelling, to capture the full complexity of real-world 
coalition dynamics. As Laver (2008) argues, a full model of coalition pol-
itics would need to include all the stages through which coalitions go, 
take into consideration the political institutions which structure the inter-
actions of coalition actors, as well as theorise how elections impact the 
whole process. If one adds the requirement that such a model should also 
be reasonably realistic in its assumptions, it becomes ‘formally intractable’ 
by conventional methods (see also de Marchi and Laver 2023).

Nonetheless, as Strøm and Druckman argue, one may consider empir-
ical work that poses relationships between individual variables in a less 
strict theoretical framework. Thus, in terms of theory, such studies might 
be best understood as building blocks for empirical mid-range theories 
(Merton 1968). One of the developments behind the more positively 
tuned judgments of Druckman and, in particular, Strøm, relates to one of 
the most profound changes in the agenda of coalition research – the rel-
atively recent focus on coalition governance. The classical studies of coa-
lition research largely neglected what occurs between government 
formation and termination. As argued by Laver and Shepsle (1990a, 1996), 
coalition research had, at that point, ignored the fact that coalitions ‘are 
also governments’ and that governments are the main drivers of public 
policy. Political parties thus strive for government office to determine 
public policy. They do so either because politicians have genuine policy 
desires themselves or because they need to please their voters who cer-
tainly do have policy demands. Given the centrality of government policy, 
the parties’ rational expectations about what will happen after government 
formation influences the formation process itself.

In addition, Laver and Shepsle (1996) argued that the organisation of 
government in monocratic ministries, large ministerial discretion in mak-
ing final policy decisions, and the ministers’ key role in shaping collective 
cabinet decisions in their domain must lead to a specific governance 
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structure: ‘ministerial government’. Accordingly, dividing the portfolios 
among the coalition parties and granting each minister (close to) dictato-
rial power over policy making in the ministry’s domain provides a cred-
ible mechanism to determine government policy. Thus, according to Laver 
and Shepsle, the presence of this mechanism allows political parties to 
foresee the policy output of alternative governments and commit to spe-
cific coalitions. In that sense, their theory of ministerial governance dyna-
mised coalition research in shifting attention to the process of producing 
policy output. Thereby they provide a strong theoretical link between the 
two separate stages in the life of coalitions that had captured the most 
attention of coalition researchers – government formation and govern-
ment termination. In the governance-centred perspective, the crucial chal-
lenge of coalition politics is thus to build a governance mechanism that 
credibly will produce the intended policies.

Once Laver and Shepsle had brought governance to the centre stage of 
coalition research, alternative approaches to coalition decision making 
emerged. On the one hand, some of the assumptions behind the theory 
of ministerial government were challenged (Dunleavy and Bastow 2001; 
Müller and Strøm 2008). On the other hand, attention was drawn to the 
different kinds of governance mechanisms in Western European coalitions 
(Müller and Strøm 2000), that is, mechanisms by which coalitions, con-
sisting of more or less compatible parties, are able to coordinate and bar-
gain over government policy. Such mechanisms can either be created as 
part of the coalition deal when parties form a government, by coalition 
agreements, or policy monitoring arrangements (e.g. via junior ministers 
or shadowing by other ministers). Alternatively, coalition governance can 
rest in existing institutions – such as mechanisms of parliamentary scru-
tiny – remodelled to support the coalition deal. Notwithstanding the dif-
ferences between these approaches, they have in common that their focus 
is on the interaction of the coalition actors over time. A focus on coali-
tion governance hence introduces a dynamic perspective to the study of 
coalition politics.

Introducing the coalition ‘life cycle’

As part of the agenda of taking a dynamic perspective in coalition 
research, Müller et  al. (2008) introduce the concept of the ‘coalition life 
cycle’. Put briefly, as illustrated in Figure 1, they argue that what happens 
in one stage of the coalition life cycle influences what happens in other 
stages. That is, the idea that bargaining during the government formation 
stage shapes what happens during the government’s tenure and how par-
ties work together in government, which in turn influences government 
durability and election outcomes. At the same time, the lessons political 
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actors learn in one particular life cycle influence their behaviour in the 
cycles to come. Yet when making their moves, political actors also try to 
anticipate the consequences that decisions and occurrences in one stage 
of the cycle will have for what happens in later stages and adapt their 
strategies accordingly.

Thus, the coalition life cycle is a simple heuristic framework that pro-
vides a broad-brush picture of coalition politics, directing attention to the 
dynamics that result from the sequence of distinct stages. Accordingly, 
elections are followed by the stages of government formation, governing 
(‘coalition governance’), termination, and another election. This last stage, 
of course, assumes that government termination occurs at the end of the 
constitutional inter-election period or that political actors engineer early 
elections when the cabinet terminates. Yet both options may fail to be 
realised. Then, rather than with an election, a new life cycle begins with 
the formation of a new government – be it another coalition, a single-party 
minority cabinet, or a technocratic government – in the sitting parliament.

Other authors have offered up different versions of (parts of) the coa-
lition life cycle, adapted to their analytical focus. For example, Fortunato 
(2021: 5), who studies the interplay between the electorate and coalition 
politics, defines the ‘cycle of coalitions’ as ‘how voters perceive the pro-
cess of multiparty policy making, how these perceptions influence their 
voting behaviour, and how the behaviour, in turn, informs the choices 

Figure 1. T he coalition life cycle.
Source: Müller et  al. (2008).
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that parties make in the legislature’. De Marchi and Laver (2023: 11) 
conceptualise the ‘governance cycle’ as election – government formation 
– government survival – election. In his review of the state of the art of 
formal coalition theory, Laver (2008) employs a more complex heuristic 
model – including political institutions and events – to highlight deficits 
of extant theories.

Capturing dynamics in coalition politics

The collected criticism of the static nature of the study of coalition poli-
tics suggests that a dynamic analysis would incorporate the time dimen-
sion of coalition politics. Dynamics can relate to processes within one 
stage of the coalition cycle, to the interplay between different stages of the 
same coalition cycle, or to dynamics from one cycle to the next. Major 
ruptures in politics – often dramatic events – may fall into one of the 
three categories but have a lasting impact on coalition politics way beyond 
the next coalition cycle, leading to the freezing of certain patterns of coa-
lition politics. A full picture of dynamics in coalition politics would thus 
register short-term changes in the categories given above but also con-
sider the long cycles and the direction-setting dynamics at historical 
junctures.

Another takeaway from the critique of coalition research is that analy-
ses should not be confined to making inferences from the initial endow-
ments of coalition actors and other factors that typically remain frozen 
for the lifetime of a coalition. While important, initial endowments do 
not enforce a particular strategy on coalition actors. There is room for 
agency. Accordingly, a dynamic analysis builds on observing the interac-
tions of coalition actors. Research can capture such dynamics at quite dif-
ferent levels of granularity. Studies of individual episodes of coalition 
politics often focus on the sequence and contents of moves by the coali-
tion actors to explain the outcome (Andeweg et  al. 2011; Müller and 
Strøm 1999; Strøm 1994). However, reconstructing the strategic interac-
tions that drive coalition politics (Lupia and Strøm 1995) ‘requires a much 
more detailed knowledge of intra- and inter-party affairs than is usually 
found among scholars doing large-scale comparative research’ (Damgaard 
2008: 302). Such studies therefore often summarise complex processes in 
a single or a few variables. But we may consider such analyses dynamic 
if they employ variables resulting from the interactions between coalition 
actors rather than from their initial endowments.

Another way the analysis of coalition politics can turn dynamic is by 
incorporating changes in the ‘outside world’ surrounding it (Druckman 
2008). Probably the part of the outside world that is most persistently 
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present in the minds of coalition actors is the electorate. While voters 
periodically matter for coalition politics by assigning coalition actors their 
weights in terms of parliamentary seats, the electoral connection is always 
present with the actors trying to anticipate how their moves will resonate 
with the final arbiters in the political game. Thus, various conceptions of 
a cycle in coalition politics have explicitly incorporated elections as a 
stage of coalition politics. Important issues and hence research questions 
relating to this stage include the timing of elections, the parties’ coalition 
signals in the electoral campaign, and how political accountability plays 
out in different coalition settings. Other parts of the outside world of 
more immediate relevance to coalition politics may include institutional 
actors, the business community, foreign powers, and international 
organisations.

Admittedly, the organisation of our literature survey leaves no natural 
place for discussing another source of dynamics in coalition politics: 
in-between elections changes of political actors. Giving up the assump-
tion that parties are ‘unitary actors’ which underlies traditional coalition 
studies (Laver and Schofield 1990), researchers have either built their the-
ories on individual MPs who continuously evaluate whether to stay with 
their party or to split and join another party – ‘party system evolution’ 
(Laver 1989; Laver and Benoit 2003) – or on party factions commanding 
the loyalty of sections of the party (Gianetti and Benoit 2009; Laver and 
Shepsle 1990b). Changes in the party membership of MPs or faction 
strength or alliance can occur at any time between elections, and they 
can have important consequences for coalition politics. Empirical research 
on party system evolution so far has confined itself largely to the most 
likely cases, such as Japan or Italy (see Giannetti and Laver 2001; Laver 
and Kato 2001) and work on intra-party factional dynamics has not yet 
given much attention to how these affect coalition politics (Bäck 2008; 
Ceron 2019; Greene and Haber 2016). Notwithstanding these limitations, 
both perspectives are promising avenues for future work on coalition 
dynamics.

Real-world developments and new data

Two developments make this special issue with its focus on empirical 
coalition dynamics a timely endeavour. One is the recent changes in the 
real world of coalition politics which suggest that it might be questionable 
whether the empirical findings from the first few post-war decades are 
still valid generalisations. The other is that the special issue can draw on 
brand-new data from several independent research projects investigating 
various aspects of coalition politics.
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The real world of party politics has seen important changes in the 
last two decades which may potentially challenge established wisdom 
regarding the working of coalition politics. For one thing, coalition gov-
ernments have become the even more dominant form of government in 
parliamentary systems. Not only have single-party majority governments 
become a dying species (Mair 1997) with even the UK going through 
an episode of coalition government recently (Barlow and Bale 2021), but 
in addition, countries that traditionally were going back and forth 
between single-party (minority) governments and coalition governments 
now seem to be confined to coalition governments. Accordingly, parties 
once committed to a ‘no coalition’ strategy, such as the Irish Fianna 
Fáil, the Labour parties in Norway and Sweden, and the Socialists in 
Spain have become ‘coalitional’. In some cases, formal support arrange-
ments between minority cabinets and non-cabinet parties have func-
tioned as a prelude to coalition governments. In any case, such substitutes 
to formal coalition government also have become more frequent in 
recent decades (see Thürk and Krauss 2023).

The most noticeable changes in the party systems during the past few 
decades have been the loss of electoral support for previously strong cen-
trist parties and the formation and rise of new anti-establishment parties 
and populist parties of the extreme left or extreme right. These parties, 
the weakening of the dominant left–right dimension of conflict, and the 
increased salience of new policy dimensions have led to greater uncer-
tainty and complexity in bargaining over government and policy. Thus, 
much of the recent debate about the changing party systems has been 
about the rise of populist parties, which are now a regular fixture in most 
Western European parliaments and have served both as support parties to 
government and held cabinet positions in some countries (Bergman et  al. 
2021a). Also, when populist parties do not enter government, they can 
have a noticeable impact on the party system and the political agenda. 
Most countries in Western Europe have seen an increasing fragmentation 
of their party systems over time – often because of the electoral success 
of anti-establishment parties and populist parties of the extreme left and/
or right. And in many countries, having a large populist party influences 
the coalition building among the mainstream parties, effectively making it 
more difficult to form majorities (Bergman et  al. 2021a).

This special issue takes advantage of recent data collection efforts in 
several research projects. Central to our concern is a project bringing data 
collection on coalition politics in Western European up to date, which 
allows us to cover the impact on coalition politics of the party system 
changes described above. Specifically, building and expanding on Müller 
and Strøm (2000), an extension of the project (Bergman et al. 2021b, 
Hellström et al. 2021) provides data on government formation, coalition 
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governance institutions, and coalition termination in 17 Western European 
countries from the 1990s to the present. Most authors in the special issue 
have been involved in that project as experts in their respective countries 
using standardised coding instructions and interview guidelines. 
Specifically, the data were gathered from official documents (government, 
administration, and parliament) and party documents (election manifes-
tos, coalition agreements), by conducting semi-structured interviews with 
(former) staff and cabinet members, as well as a systematic analysis of 
media reports.

Those authors not directly involved in the project have had access 
to the project data to enable them to combine it with their own data 
and write articles for the special issue. The authors of individual arti-
cles also use novel comparative data from their own projects on parlia-
mentary dissolution powers (Schleiter and Bucur 2023), political parties’ 
issue emphasis in election campaigns (Däubler et  al. 2022), minority 
government support arrangements (Thürk and Krauss 2023), portfolio 
design (Meyer et  al. 2023), and government policy outputs (Bergman 
et  al. 2023). Below we describe the articles in the special issue in more 
depth, discussing how they contribute to our understanding of the four 
stages of the coalition life cycle, and how they contribute to a dynamic 
approach to coalition research.

Coalition dynamics at different life cycle stages

Dynamics at the electoral stage

The electoral stage in the coalition life cycle is not confined to the elec-
tion itself but also includes the run-up to it. Elections determine the 
numerical strength of parties – one of the main variables theorised to 
understand which governments form. Yet electoral campaigns are politi-
cal processes that can influence coalition formation way beyond assign-
ing parliamentary voting weights to political parties. Parties may use 
campaigns to make ‘hard’ pledges – policy commitments deemed as ‘not 
negotiable’ conditions for government participation. Party leaders, who 
‘tie themselves to the mast’ in that manner, try to reassure voters and 
activists that the rank-and-file concerns will not be sacrificed for the 
gains of a few party leaders in coalition negotiations. While such moves 
may help parties to maintain or win electoral support, they also make 
the tasks of coalition negotiators more complex, which may prolong the 
time required for bargaining or even prevent the striking of a coali-
tion deal.

While policy pledges still leave coalition negotiators some room for 
interpretation and hence manoeuvre, commitments concerning membership 
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in future government coalitions are unambiguous. Accordingly, parties may 
commit to specific pre-electoral coalitions or reject serving in coalitions 
that include some other party or parties. Parties make such commitments 
in electoral campaigns to mobilise voters who have positive or negative atti-
tudes concerning some parties or types of government. Party commitments 
to cooperate with one or more other parties, to explicitly exclude specific 
parties as coalition partners, or to stay out of government under certain 
stated conditions hence constrain party leaders in the government forma-
tion arena.

Several scholars have focused on the impact of pre-electoral commit-
ments on government formation, connecting the electoral stage to the 
government formation stage (e.g. Debus 2009; Golder 2006; Ibenskas 
2016). It has been shown that the probability of parties forming a gov-
ernment together after an election increases if these parties entered 
into a pre-electoral coalition beforehand (Debus 2009; Martin and 
Stevenson 2001). Debus (2009) argues that we should analyse the 
impact of both ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ pre-electoral commitments when 
connecting the electoral stage to the formation stage. Positive 
pre-electoral commitments include statements or joint policy pro-
grammes where some parties present a promise to the voters that they 
will collaborate after the election. Negative pre-electoral commitments 
instead entail election promises where some parties are characterised as 
‘uncoalitionable’.

Drawing on such work and focusing on the role of pre-electoral alli-
ances, Bäck et  al. (2023) argue that there are several ways in which such 
alliances could influence bargaining duration, either speeding up the 
formation process or in some cases, pro-longing the process. For exam-
ple, if parties spend a lot of time before the election bargaining over 
policy issues, this should reduce uncertainty about potential coalition 
partners’ policy preferences. The authors also argue that government 
formation processes may be swiftly concluded since pre-electoral alli-
ances tie ‘the hands of the included parties, as breaking electoral prom-
ises can come with significant costs in future elections’, which means 
that parties are less likely to negotiate with other potential partners (see 
also Bäck et  al. 2022a).

Focusing on more subtle signalling to voters and potential coalition 
partners during the election campaign, Däubler et  al. (2022), argue that 
policy emphasis in the last few weeks before the election matters for port-
folio allocation, because parties can focus their message, react to exoge-
nous events, and use campaign communication as a commitment device. 
Evaluating this argument by making use of a novel dataset on party rep-
resentatives’ campaign statements in seven European countries, the authors 
show that the policy focus of campaign statements, especially those 
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stating positions rather than referring to valence, predicts who will con-
trol a ministerial portfolio associated with the respective policy domain.

So far, we have been looking forward, from elections to subsequent 
stages of the coalition life cycle. Yet elections are a mechanism of both 
delegation and accountability. They also come after a period of govern-
ment and hence allow voters to reward or punish parties for their deeds 
and omissions during government office. Several observational studies 
have investigated the electoral consequences coalition membership or the 
occupying of particular portfolios or their role as junior or senior part-
ners have for political parties, finding much more punishment than 
reward (Greene et  al. 2021; Hjermitslev 2020; Klüver and Spoon 2020; 
Narud and Valen 2008) and loss of party ideological profile (Fortunato 
2019a; Fortunato and Stevenson 2013).

Other observational studies have related the parties’ electoral perfor-
mance to specific acts of behaviour by parties while in office in a govern-
ment coalition, such as conflict with the coalition partners (Plescia and 
Kritzinger 2022), breaking out of the coalition (Mershon 2002; So forth-
coming; Tavits 2008) and opportunistic election timing (Beckman and 
Schleiter 2020). Generally, these studies suggest that governing in coali-
tions is an electorally risky undertaking for political parties, yet it depends 
on the specific conditions. For instance, So (forthcoming) analyses what 
happens after termination, connecting the termination stage to the elec-
toral stage. She argues that the electoral impact of conflictual cabinet ter-
minations depends on voters’ perceptions of them. Terminations following 
non-policy conflicts should be electorally costly since they signal parties’ 
deteriorating governing competence. In contrast, So (forthcoming) argues 
that terminations following policy conflicts signal parties’ unwillingness to 
compromise their policy positions and clarify parties’ policy profiles, thus 
allowing them to evade voter punishment. Experimental studies asking 
hypothetical questions about parties’ compromising behaviour in coali-
tions to samples of voters have further delved into the mechanisms behind 
the observed patterns (e.g. Plescia et  al. 2022).

Dynamics at the formation stage

The formation process and the party composition of government
The classical coalition studies focused on explaining the type of govern-
ment and party membership in government with the help of the parties’ 
endowments with seat-shares and their ideological positions (Axelrod 
1970; De Swaan 1973; Gamson 1961; Riker 1962). Thus, the connection 
between election outcomes and coalition bargaining outcomes are clear, 
but as previously mentioned, scholars have often treated the parties’ initial 
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endowments, such as their policy preferences, as unchanged during the 
life of a coalition. Nonetheless, for the formation stage, it is undoubtably 
an important aspect. However, as mentioned above, elections may include 
campaign behaviour and explicit statements about commitment to certain 
types of government, preferred coalition partners or parties explicitly 
unpreferred as future partners.

Coalition formation is not a process that quasi-automatically unfolds 
from the presence of certain objective conditions, such as the parties’ seat 
shares or ideological distances. Rather, it requires repeated interactions 
between party leaders over a period of time. This process for a long time 
has figured in quantitative coalition research with a single indicator, its 
total duration (De Winter and Dumont 2008; Diermeier and van 
Roozendaal 1998; Golder 2010; Martin and Vanberg 2003). This indicator 
obscures important aspects of the actual dynamics of that process, in par-
ticular, whether it covers one or several formation attempts. Recently Ecker 
and Meyer (2020) have captured more of the dynamics of the government 
formation process by breaking it down into its individual episodes (i.e. 
formation attempts). This allows them to shift the focus from a systemic 
to an actor-centred approach and to capture post-electoral intra-party 
dynamics. Indeed, they show that post-electoral replacement of the party 
leader reduces the relevant party’s chance of inclusion in the government.

Focusing on making the study of the government formation process 
more dynamic, Bäck et  al. (2023) stress the importance of ‘familiarity’ 
between political parties for government formation, meaning that political 
parties that have experience ‘of working together in government’ could be 
at an advantage when forming governments (Franklin and Mackie 1983: 
276). Bäck and Dumont (2007) make a similar argument on how incum-
bency influences future coalition formations in that ‘government formation 
is not considered as a one-shot game by political parties: they evaluate 
available alternatives according to their experience in and out of govern-
ment (to re-form the same coalition or to exclude a long-standing govern-
mental party), and they anticipate future formation opportunities (by 
including an unnecessary partner)’ (Bäck and Dumont 2007: 495). Past 
experiences of governance are often argued to have an effect on bargaining 
outcomes. For example, Tavits (2008) argues that parties are likely to 
exclude a defector party, that is, a party that withdrew from their previous 
coalition, from future cooperation (also see Warwick 2012). Also, as Laver 
(1974: 261–3) argues, if the previous cooperation has been successful, and 
their members are satisfied with the cooperation, parties will be more 
favourable to forming the same government once more.

Focusing specifically on the role of incumbents and their formal insti-
tutional powers, Schleiter and Bucur (2023) develop a theory of coalition 
formation in the shadow of parliamentary dissolution. The authors argue 
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that incumbents who can dissolve the assembly are more likely to return 
to government than incumbents who lack this power because they enjoy 
greater bargaining leverage and reputational advantages in coalition for-
mation. Schleiter and Bucur test this expectation, analysing governments 
during the post-war period in Western and Eastern Europe and find that 
coalition leaders with the discretion to dissolve parliament secure signifi-
cant advantages in negotiating their return to power.

Also analysing government formation, Dumont et  al. (2023) focus spe-
cifically on the role of preference tangentiality in coalition formation. 
Drawing on Luebbert (1986), they argue that parties that care about dif-
ferent issues are the most compatible partners, as their tangential prefer-
ences allow them to engage in policy logrolling and enable them to 
preserve their distinctiveness in the eyes of voters. As a result, such par-
ties are more likely to form coalitions than parties that are ideologically 
close. The authors evaluate this hypothesis analysing governments formed 
in Western Europe during the post-war period. Contrary to Luebbert’s 
expectations, they find that parties that emphasise the same issues are 
more natural coalition partners when their ideological positions are not 
too dissimilar.

Thürk and Krauss (2023) investigate the formation of those minority 
governments that are based on an institutionalised long-term support 
partnership with parties staying outside the cabinet. Analysing data from 
27 Eastern and Western European countries they find that the size of the 
largest party and the party type of the support party are important 
explanatory factors. Anticipation of how the external support arrangement 
will impact the process of governing is a strong influence on the willing-
ness of government parties to enter such deals. Specifically, a commitment 
by support parties to sectoral interests seems important as such commit-
ments lead to logrolling over different policies rather than the negotiating 
of substantive compromises which are more painful to the government 
parties.

The allocation and design of ministerial portfolios
We can also observe dynamic processes, such as when it comes to 
portfolio allocation, a part of the formation stage. Similarly to party 
composition of coalitions, election outcomes matter here. Famously, the 
portfolio shares coalition parties receive have been captured in 
‘Gamson’s law’, predicting that cabinet seats will be allocated among 
the coalition parties in proportion to the parliamentary support these 
parties provide for the government, and that has been found to be ‘one 
of the strongest empirical relationships documented in the social sci-
ences’ (Gamson 1961; Warwick and Druckman 2006: 636). In addition, 
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several studies have tried to understand the quality of portfolio alloca-
tion, focusing on which departments go to which parties (Bäck et  al. 
2011; Browne and Feste 1975; Budge and Keman 1990; Druckman and 
Warwick 2005).

These classical studies in portfolio allocation are static in several ways. 
Firstly, they consider the portfolio allocation at the beginning of a cabinet 
but disregard changes later on during the lifetime of a government. 
Secondly, they take the portfolios which are allocated at government for-
mation as a given. Moreover, the explanatory variables employed in these 
studies are static in the sense that they typically do not change until the 
next cabinet formation or election. Yet given that these works try to 
understand portfolio allocation at coalition formation, this seems unprob-
lematic from a dynamic point of view. These studies are also silent about 
the process of distribution among the coalition partners and de facto 
assume that each portfolio is allocated to a party independently from the 
allocation of the other portfolios.

Looking at changes in the allocation of portfolios would speak to the 
theoretical ideas of re-negotiation of the coalition deal as a response to 
external shocks (Laver and Shepsle 1998; Lupia and Strøm 1995). To the 
best of our knowledge, no study has done so, perhaps because the empir-
ical evidence (Bergman et  al. 2019, 2021b; Müller and Strøm 2000) seems 
to suggest that such shifts occur quite rarely. Shifts of whole ministries, 
of course, are very strong signals and probably more than leaders of par-
ties that are deprived of portfolios can afford.

Yet the contribution of Meyer et  al. (2023) shows that changes in port-
folio design in sitting governments occur quite frequently. Shifting smaller 
jurisdictions between ministries is certainly less visible than changes in 
the party control of ministries. But, as the authors explain, the dynamic 
may be driven more by other concerns than redistribution among the 
coalition partners. In any case, there are considerable dynamics below the 
level of full portfolios within government terms and this research has 
begun to unravel these processes.

Ecker et  al. (2015) and Raabe and Linhart (2015) chose different strat-
egies to make their attempts at understanding which portfolios go to 
which parties both more realistic and more dynamic by modelling the 
process of portfolio allocation. Earlier studies have implicitly assumed that 
parties make decisions on the allocation of the full set of portfolios in 
one take. In contrast, Ecker et  al. (2015) and Raabe and Linhart (2015) 
theorise that coalition parties allocate portfolios sequentially. Based on 
qualitative accounts, the former authors assume that parties decide on the 
allocation of key cabinet positions before they turn to less important 
ones. Ecker et  al. (2015) find that the prediction success for the allocation 
of individual cabinet positions is considerably higher when enacting a 
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sequential bargaining process compared to the allocation of the full set of 
portfolios.

Carroll and Cox (2007) connect portfolio allocation to the electoral 
stage of the coalition life cycle. They explain the degree of proportionality 
of portfolio allocation by the parties’ pre-electoral coalition building 
behaviour. One goal of such alliances is to re-direct competition – from 
competition between the alliance partners (where ideological proximity 
might promise easy gains) to competition with external parties. If success-
ful, this strategy might boost the total vote of the pre-electoral coalition. 
To motivate the parties to campaign harder and hence increase their alli-
ance’s chance of winning, the partners promise a fair division of portfolios 
among themselves. Carroll and Cox (2007) indeed find portfolio alloca-
tion to be significantly more proportional in those government coalitions 
which are based on pre-electoral agreements.

Much work on portfolio allocation focuses on Gamson’s law, trying to 
understand the mechanisms underlying this very strong empirical regular-
ity and deviations from it. Of those, Falcó-Gimeno’s study (2012) is par-
ticularly relevant in our context, focusing on dynamics, as it sheds light 
on the long-term effects of parties being out of office. As he demon-
strates, such ‘deprivation’ makes political parties willing to make greater 
concessions and hence accept a share of offices that is lower than the 
party’s contribution to the coalition’s parliamentary base.

Dynamics at the governance stage

The turn to coalition governance as a central issue of coalition politics 
since the beginning of the 1990s is motivated by its importance for 
understanding coalition politics tout court (Laver and Shepsle 1990a). 
Parties’ anticipation of the policy outputs under different government for-
mulas drives government formation and the actual working of coalitions 
is of critical importance for their duration, policy outputs, electoral per-
formance, and possible renewal.

While the ministerial government model, which assumes that ministers 
have quasi dictatorial power and implement their respective party’s policy, 
was the first explicitly stated model of coalition governance, it was soon 
challenged by other models. One is the coalition compromise model – 
with coalition parties agreeing on a joint programme via substantive com-
promise, the implementation of which is then monitored and enforced by 
the coalition parties (Martin and Vanberg 2014). Another model is that 
of prime ministerial government built on a dominant prime minister 
endowed with strong formal powers and leading a dominant party 
(Bergman et  al. 2019, 2021b). While the latter type per se does not look 
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very ‘coalitional’, it is empirically relevant in some countries and time 
periods. A final model, the parliamentary median model comes with a 
strong theoretical foundation in the median voter theorem (Black 1987), 
predicting that government policy will approximate this position (Laver 
and Schofield 1990). These different models capture how governments 
(and legislative majorities) make decisions and predict what kind of pol-
icy outputs the government will produce. Importantly, these models cap-
ture the dynamics of governing and making policies. In a sense, they 
emerge from the daily interactions of the coalition partners.

Much empirical research has focused on the institutional manifestations 
of these daily interactions within the coalition. One group of studies is 
concerned with the establishment of the institutions of coalition gover-
nance, assuming that rational politicians build such institutions to actually 
use them to enforce the coalition compromise. While in some instances 
coalition governance mechanisms emerge while the government is in 
office, typically these institutions are designed in the government forma-
tion process and meant to remain in place for the entire lifetime of the 
coalition. The vast majority of these studies focus on individual gover-
nance institutions – either private ones, designed and set up by the coa-
lition parties, or constitutional ones, adapted to the needs of coalition 
governance. Beginning with the private institutions, various studies have 
researched when coalitions turn to write formal agreements (Müller and 
Strøm 2008), how comprehensive these agreements are, and which func-
tions they may serve (Eichorst 2014; Indridason and Kristinsson 2013), 
and which factors drive the emphasis on specific policy content (Klüver 
and Bäck 2019; Klüver et  al. 2023; Krauss and Kluever 2022). Other 
research has focused on the establishment of coalition committees and 
other inter-party bodies for mutual scrutinising and consensus finding 
(Andeweg and Timmermans 2008).

A few publications investigate the actual working of the mechanisms of 
coalition governance. Examples are studies on the implementation of con-
flict containment through coalition agreements (see Moury 2013; Moury 
and Timmermans 2013; Timmermans 2006) and coalition bodies (Miller 
2010; Miller and Müller 2010). Yet the scope of these studies is severely 
limited in terms of the countries and governments covered.

The private institutions of coalition governance emerge from the pur-
posive actions of the coalition parties. It is their very existence that reveals 
information on the process of governing. Additional insights into the 
actual working of coalitions can be gained from specific patterns of 
appointments to positions in the political executive and the parliamentary 
committee system. In that vein, various studies have focused on appoint-
ments that should allow coalition parties to monitor their coalition part-
ners’ ministers and negotiate policy initiatives so that they respect the 
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coalition compromise. The relevant appointments are to the positions of 
(watchdog) junior ministers (Lipsmeyer and Pierce 2011; Thies 2001), 
ministers in substantively related departments (Fernandes et  al. 2016), and 
committee chairs (Carroll and Cox 2012).

Other studies on coalition governance build on observing actual 
interactions of coalition parties in the formal institutions. Important 
examples include patterns of behaviour in legislative agenda setting 
(König et  al. 2022; Martin 2004), scrutinising legislative bills in parlia-
mentary committees (Fortunato 2019b; Martin and Vanberg 2004, 2005, 
2020), assigning joint ministerial responsibility for policy issues (Klüser 
2022; Klüser and Breunig 2023), and policing the ministers of the coa-
lition partner through parliamentary questions (Höhmann and Sieberer 
2020; Martin and Whitaker 2019). These studies also show how coali-
tion parties change their behaviour over the electoral cycle. Typically, 
they show that the parties’ behaviour becomes more competitive the 
closer to the next election. In a similar vein, Imre et  al. (2023) aim to 
understand the intra-coalition mood by studying patterns of applause 
by MPs of the coalition parties for speakers of their partner(s) in par-
liamentary debates, finding differences between different coalitions and 
over the electoral cycle.

The studies cited mostly provide indirect evidence for the relative 
importance of the various models of coalition governance, as important 
parts of the dynamic process of policy production remain unobserved 
(Martin and Vanberg 2020). A few studies have thus turned to focus on 
government outputs, which should significantly differ depending on the 
coalition governance model at work. Ultimately, a government’s policy 
output is probably the most critical aspect of its performance for voters 
and politicians alike. In that vein, Becher (2010) and Martin and Vanberg 
(2014) focus on changes in the levels of social policy entitlements while 
Bäck et  al. (2022b) focus on the policy measures enacted. These studies 
condense the dynamics of policy processes over several years into a few 
summary indicators that allow inferences to be made on the prevailing 
model of coalition governance.

Relating to that line of research, Bergman et  al. (2023) investigate 
whether written coalition agreements increase the policy-making produc-
tivity of multiparty governments. They investigate their claim by analysing 
data on economic reform measures adopted by national governments in 
11 Western European countries over a 40-year period (1978–2017), based 
on a coding of country reports issued by the Economist Intelligence Unit 
(EIU) and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD). The authors show that coalition agreements foster policy pro-
ductivity in minimal winning cabinets, but play a weaker role in minority 
and surplus governments. Moreover, coalition agreements limit the 
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negative effect of intra-cabinet ideological conflict on reform productivity. 
Their results show that coalition contracts help parties to overcome the 
risk of a policy stalemate traditionally ascribed to multi-party government.

A few other studies ask how coalition parties communicate with their 
rank-and-file and the electorate at large over the electoral cycle. In so 
doing, coalition parties must balance the need to compromise in the coa-
lition with the need to maintain the party profile. For that purpose, 
Martin and Vanberg (2008) infer party-position-taking from the volume 
of communication in parliamentary plenary speeches in Germany and the 
Netherlands. Sagarzazu and Klüver (2017), in turn, use German parties’ 
press releases to analyse this question. These studies demonstrate that the 
individual parties’ concerns for emphasising their own profile become 
more prominent the closer the next election comes and hence demon-
strate strategic change in party behaviour over the electoral cycle. While 
limited in geographical and time scope, these pioneering studies build a 
bridge to the electoral stage in the coalition life cycle.

Coalition governance is also a natural candidate for dynamics from one 
coalition cycle to the next as coalition parties may learn from previous 
experiences and readopt mechanisms that have worked and abstain from 
using ones that have proved ineffective. Likewise, system learning may 
occur so that parties adopt mechanisms that had been used by other par-
ties in office before. Similarly, coalition parties in new democracies (such 
as those in Eastern Europe) or in new coalition systems (such as the UK) 
are predisposed to learning from the experience in older democracies or 
coalition systems (Bergman et  al. 2019). Yet such dynamics still lack a 
rigorous analysis.

Dynamics at the termination stage

Most work on government stability focuses on cabinet duration, that is, 
how long governments last, or ‘survive’. Termination enters this field of 
research only indirectly as it determines a cabinet’s end date. Durable gov-
ernments terminate at or close towards the end of the constitutional 
inter-election period. Empirical research has tried to explain actual gov-
ernment duration with the help of variables, such as the parties’ legislative 
strength, the ideological structure of party competition, and the institu-
tional environment (see Grofman and van Roozendaal 1997). These vari-
ables typically remain unchanged over the lifetime of the cabinet. Although 
static in that sense, work on the institutional framework structuring cab-
inet termination and parliamentary dissolution stand out in terms of 
understanding coalition dynamics. Drawing on theoretical work by Lupia 
and Strøm (1995), Schleiter and Morgan-Jones (2009), and Strøm and 
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Swindle (2002) model how different sets of institutional rules structure 
the coalition actors’ interactions and test their hypotheses with the help of 
observable implications with aggregate data.

Starting with the work by Warwick (1992, 1994), dynamics have entered 
the study of government duration more directly via economic indicators. 
For example, inflation rates, and unemployment rates change constantly 
over a cabinet’s life cycle. Including these variables has incorporated the 
dynamics of the world surrounding the coalition (Druckman 2008) with 
the theoretical expectation being that economic discomfort tends to 
shorten the lifetime of governments (also see e.g. Damgaard 2008; 
Hellström and Walther 2019; Saalfeld 2008). In this context, some studies 
have also modelled dynamics directly by including time-varying measure-
ments of the state of economy (e.g. Hellström and Walther 2019).

Another step towards making analyses of government duration more 
dynamic is by integrating mechanisms of coalition governance, assuming 
that well-thought-out institutions help to contain or resolve internal con-
flict and hence stabilise the coalition and contribute to its survival – an 
expectation that is indeed indicated by some analyses of cabinet duration 
(Krauss 2018; Saalfeld 2008, 2009). While it is true that the governance 
mechanisms are mostly established at the beginning of the coalition’s 
term, and in most instances in the process of negotiating the coalition 
deal, they emerge from the interactions of the coalition partners and not 
their initial ‘endowments’. They thus capture some of the real dynamics in 
coalition politics.

Damgaard (2008) studies termination events, trying to understand why 
some governments end at the end of the constitutional inter-election 
period and others considerably earlier and, if the latter applies, whether 
the governments fall over internal conflict or suffer parliamentary defeat. 
In a similar manner to the studies of cabinet duration just cited, 
Damgaard’s study employs some variables that reflect actual interactions 
between the coalition partners. Specifically, he finds that strong mutual 
commitments to coalition discipline help to avoid conflictual termination, 
while written coalition agreements are of little relevance to maintaining 
coalition governments in office. As we have already discussed, the parties’ 
behaviour in terminating a coalition is consequential as former partners 
tend to shun these parties (Tavits 2008) and their bargaining power seems 
reduced even vis-à-vis other parties (Warwick 2012).

Focusing on what happens after termination, more specifically on when 
governments are able to return to power, Pedrazzani and Zucchini (2023) 
classify non-electoral replacements of cabinets according to the degree of 
ministerial turnover. They show that new cabinets are often similar to 
their predecessors and hypothesise that the likelihood of cabinets ‘reincar-
nating’ is greater under certain circumstances. Analysing post-war 
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cabinets in Western Europe, they show that governments are able to 
return to power almost untouched after their termination if they are over-
sized, if the opposition is far from the legislative median voter, and if 
inflation grows during a government’s tenure.

Conclusion

Little more than a decade after coalition research had taken root in polit-
ical science, first concerns were issued that theory and existing empirical 
work were static. Although coalition research has turned out to be a pro-
ductive field, the static criticism has been raised several times, lastly in 
2008. Since then, this critique seems to have lost much of its bite. Our 
review of coalition research suggests that there has been great progress 
made in the field, in terms of research becoming dynamic and more real-
istic. In this introductory essay, we have described many studies that have 
advanced coalition research in terms of making it more dynamic.

Specifically, we have given examples of some studies that capture the 
dynamic in coalition politics in three different but overlapping ways. First, 
we have focused on work that is not confined to employing the ‘initial 
endowments’ of coalition parties (such as parliamentary seats or left–right 
placements) in its analyses. While these endowments, at least in conven-
tional measurement, only vary from one election to another, we have 
focused on studies that also draw on the actual interactions of coalition 
actors and hence allow episodes of coalition politics to be looked into 
rather than making inferences from what was new at the starting gate.

Second, drawing in particular on the turn to coalition governance from 
1990 (Laver and Shepsle 1990a, 1990b), we have focused on studies that 
try to explain what occurs at one stage in the coalition life cycle com-
pared with what happened earlier in the same cycle, and how the expec-
tations of coalition actors about what lies ahead in the same cycle 
influence their behaviour (Strøm et al. 2008). Third, pushing the cycle-idea 
further, coalition research becomes dynamic when it connects adjacent 
cycles. Such work draws on the experiences coalition actors make in one 
cycle to explain their behaviour in the new cycle. A fourth way to look 
at dynamics would be the long-cycle perspective, focusing on critical 
junctures in coalition politics, such as the beginning or ending, era-defining 
coalition formulas. Such analyses are the domain of country studies (e.g. 
Bergman et  al. 2019, 2021b; Müller and Strøm 2000).

The articles in this special issue clearly contribute to this agenda of tak-
ing a dynamic approach towards the study of coalition politics. They for 
example show how commitments made at the electoral stage of the coali-
tion life cycle influence both how long it takes to form a government and 
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how ministerial portfolios are distributed. They also show how historical 
patterns of cooperation between parties in a political system influence gov-
ernment formation and portfolio design, and in which institutional contexts 
incumbency matters the most for government formation, and when cabi-
nets are likely to be ‘reborn’ in a similar form. In addition, they contribute 
to our understanding of the coalition governance stage of the life cycle, 
suggesting that agreements made during the formation stage influence pol-
icy making, and such agreements are also important for the formation of 
minority governments. Even though more work is needed in making coali-
tion research dynamic, these theoretical and empirical contributions increase 
our understanding of coalition politics in parliamentary democracies.
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