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Coalition governments are the norm across Central and Eastern Europe (CEE). While a number
of empirical studies have attempted to understand why certain governments form in the region
there has, as yet, been no consideration of why certain parties emerge as the key players in the
government-formation process. This paper uses two models to identify key actors in
government formation in CEE: the dominant and central players model; and the portfolio
allocation model. The results show that each of these models contributes significantly to our
understanding of which parties are key actors in CEE. The key actors identified by each
model are overwhelmingly likely to become members of the cabinet and provide the Prime
Minister of the government. Key players are also more likely to accrue a greater share of
portfolio payoffs from the coalition bargaining process as well as acquiring the most salient
portfolios.

Keywords: government formation; dominant and central players; strong parties; key actors;
Central and Eastern Europe; coalition governments

Coalition governments are the norm across Central and Eastern Europe (CEE), but which
parties are the key actors in the coalition formation process in CEE? This is a relatively straight-
forward question to answer in two-party systems, but extensive inter-party bargaining may be
required before a majority coalition can be formed in multi-party systems. The purpose of this
paper is to identify which parties will be the most successful in the government-formation
process.

Identifying the key actors in the coalition formation process allows us to draw conclusions
about the relative strength of individual parties and the nature of inter-party bargaining in
CEE. For example, do numerically large parties dictate the government-formation process, or
do other considerations undermine or augment party size? Does a party’s position in the policy
space influence its ability to extract more of the rewards of office from the coalition bargaining
process? The literature on government formation in CEE to date has concentrated either on
explaining individual cases of government formation or on the composition of coalition govern-
ments. The empirical design of this study will demonstrate whether or not specific parties in the
region come to dominate the coalition bargaining process. The aim of the paper is to identify a
class of parties – key actors – that do not merely participate in government; they have to partici-
pate in government, since other parties cannot keep them out. Moreover, these key actors also
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emerge as the most successful from the bargaining process in terms of the number and saliency of
portfolios that they acquire. For key actors, it is not just about whether they get into office, but also
what they get out of the coalition bargaining process.

Pinpointing why certain parties become key players in the government-formation process is of
equal importance as identifying key actors. Formal theories of government formation are infor-
mative in this regard as they specify the conditions under which certain parties become key
players. The dominant player (DP) model (Peleg 1981; Einy 1985; van Roozendaal 1992,
1993) specifies that the single largest party is a key actor in the coalition formation process, if
and only if it can satisfy two further criteria. Under the terms of the DP model, simple size is
not enough for a party to dominate. Other models of government formation posit that parties
which hold a central position in the policy space are also influential players in the game.
Parties that occupy the median position on the salient policy dimension – or dimensions if the
space is multidimensional – are said to possess an advantage as they are likely to be closer to
the ideal policy preferences of a greater number of parties (Laver and Schofield 1990, 111).
The idea that influential parties occupy a strategic position in the policy space has been expanded
upon by, among others, Schofield (1993, 1995), van Roozendaal (1992, 1993) and Laver and
Shepsle (1996). Each of these add further criteria to the simple median party requirement
which enables them to make more precise predictions about which parties will be the key
actors when forming a government.

I examine government formation in CEE in this paper using two seminal models to identify
the key parties in the process: van Roozendaal’s (1992) dominant and central players (DCP)
model; and Laver and Shepsle’s (1996) portfolio allocation (PA) model. The DCP model is
used to evaluate office-seeking behaviour among parties in CEE and the influence of policy-
seeking behaviour in a unidimensional ideological space. The PA model, on the other hand,
assesses policy-seeking behaviour in a more complex multidimensional policy space. Through
the use of these two models, it is possible to determine whether or not office- or policy-
seeking considerations predominate in CEE and, if the latter, whether or not that space can be
accurately conceptualised as unidimensional or multidimensional. The key actors in this paper
are identified by: their inclusion in the government; the number of ministerial portfolios that
they accrue; and the saliency of those portfolios.

The CEE region is particularly interesting in terms of government formation. High levels of
electoral volatility have resulted in greater party system instability than one would find in Western
Europe (Lewis 2000, 148–149); this has led some to suggest that parties struggle to interact on
the basis of ideology. Instead, parties behave like classic office-seekers. The implication of this
argument is that a party’s position in the ideological space in CEE should not affect its capacity
to become a key player in the government-formation process. Instead, only a party’s strength in
the legislature will matter.

Overall, I show that both the DCP and PA models provide effective methods for identifying
key players in CEE on the basis of their access to government, the share of portfolios that they
accrue, and their capacity to acquire the key post of Prime Minister in governments that they
form. While legislative strength is certainly an important factor in determining whether or not
a party is a key actor, its position in the policy space also adds to a party’s capacity to extract
rewards from the coalition formation process.

Government formation and key actors in CEE

In comparison to studies of government formation in Western Europe, there is very little scholarly
literature on the CEE region. Many of the studies to date have adopted a case study approach,
focusing on examples of interesting or “difficult” government formations such as the 1994
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Slovak government (Haughton 2002; Pridham 2002) or the 1998 Czech administration (Nikole-
nyi 2003; Roberts 2003).

The first notable comparative study of government formation in CEE was Grzymala-Busse’s
(2001) examination of the role of the regime divide. She argued that whether a party has its
roots in the former ruling Communist Party or in the anti-Communist opposition was the
primary determinant of coalition formation (Grzymala-Busse 2001, 87). Due to their vague or con-
tradictory policy and ideological positions, it was easier to distinguish parties by their participation
in or opposition to the communist regime. The empirical test of the regime divide model showed
that it correctly predicted 86% of all coalitions formed in the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland,
and Slovakia between 1989 and 1998 (Grzymala-Busse 2001, Table 1). For Grzymala-Busse,
the key players in the government-formation process are the Communist Successor Parties as
competition for government takes place along this Communist–anti-Communist cleavage.

More recently, large-n studies of government formation in CEE have begun to emerge.
Various aspects of government formation have been considered from the question of which
parties become members of the cabinet (Druckman and Roberts 2007; Savage 2012) to analyses
of which party acquires the office of Prime Minister (Glasgow, Golder, and Golder 2011). Adopt-
ing a similar large-n approach, Tavits has examined the extent to which parties that defect from
coalition governments in CEE are punished in subsequent coalition formation situations (Tavits
2008). Despite the varying empirical agendas and strategies of these studies, they also have impli-
cations for identifying the key players in the government-formation process in CEE. Glasgow,
Golder, and Golder (2011) and Savage (2012) each considered the role of the median party in
their models. Glasgow, Golder, and Golder (2011, 947) found that in CEE, the median party
was not significantly more likely to provide the Prime Minister which is in contrast to their find-
ings for Western Europe. However, the largest party was more likely to provide the Prime Min-
ister in both Eastern and Western Europe. In a similar vein, Savage (2012, 15) has found that the
median party is not significantly more likely to become a member of the government in CEE but
parties that are ideologically closer to the median are more likely to get into the cabinet. Savage
(2012, 14–15) has also shown that the largest party is significantly more likely to get into gov-
ernment and parties that are ideologically proximate to the largest party are more likely to become
members of the cabinet. Extrapolating from Glasgow et al. and Savage, it can be surmised that the
largest party is a key player in the government-formation process, but a party’s strategic position
at the median point in the policy does not make a difference.

Turning to the rewards that may accrue from being a key player in coalition formation in CEE,
Druckman and Roberts (2005, 2007) have evaluated the proportionality assumption which states
that ministerial portfolios are distributed in direct proportion to the share of seats that each party
contributes to the cabinet (Gamson 1961, 376). Druckman and Roberts show that in advanced
East European democracies, portfolios are distributed on a similar basis to that evident in
Western Europe. Formateur parties tend to receive slightly less than their proportionate share
of portfolios while other parties tend to receive slightly more than what some might term their

Table 1. Types of parliament in the DCP model.

DP CP Parliament type

Present Present DP ¼ CP DCP
Present Present DP = CP DP–CP
Present Absent – DP
Absent Present – CP
Absent Absent – –
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“fair share” (Druckman and Roberts 2005, 546). On the other hand, in less advanced East Euro-
pean democracies there is a “formateur bonus” as they tend to receive close to a proportional
share of portfolios. Druckman and Roberts show that portfolio allocation is directly related to
party size in CEE which again suggests that the largest party is a key player when forming a
government.

In summary, the government-formation literature on CEE implies that the largest party in any
bargaining situation is a key player. However, if the largest party is a Communist Successor Party,
it is likely to be an “injured” player in the game that leaves the negotiating table with less than
other parties of similar strength would in the same situation. Conversely, parties that occupy
the ideological median do not appear to be key players. The latter needs to be considered in
context; each of the above studies assessed party positions in a unidimensional rather than multi-
dimensional ideological space. Furthermore, the theoretical literature presents a strong argument
for the importance of policy considerations in the government-formation process while empirical
studies of Western Europe repeatedly find strong support for the proposition that the median party
is in an advantageous position when forming a government (Martin and Stevenson 2001, 41–43;
Matilla and Raunio 2004, 281). It would therefore be remiss to dismiss the possibility that a
party’s location in the policy space in CEE can make it a key player.

The aforementioned studies of government formation in CEE do not set out to identify the key
actors in the process; all we can do is extrapolate from their findings. Thus, a research design that
is specifically aimed at identifying these key players is missing from the literature.

Identifying key players in government formation

Theories of government formation typically start from one of two basic propositions concerning
the motivations of parties. First, some assume that parties are motivated by the desire to gain
office for its own sake. Such theories tend to emphasise party size above all other considerations
as government formation becomes a numbers game in which parties seek to gain the maximum
payoff for co-operation. This is the basic underpinning of the minimal winning proposition (Riker
1962). Second, some have theorised that “considerations of policy are foremost in the minds of
the actors” in the government-formation process (De Swaan 1973, 88). According to this theor-
etical approach, parties are concerned with implementing specific policy goals rather than simply
getting into government.1

The motivations of political actors have implications for the identification of key players in the
coalition game. Office-seeking approaches imply that party size determines whether or not a party
is a key player, but that does not necessarily mean bigger is better. For example, imagine a three-
party, 100-seat legislature with the following seat distribution:

A : 42 B : 39 C : 19

Party A may not be the key player in this game despite being the largest party as parties B and C
can form a majority government without A. Further criteria are needed to identify the key player
in this game. Policy-seeking approaches also require some refinement if they are to be used to
identify key players. If we viewed policy-seeking parties as actors playing a zero-sum game,
then the outcome is that they either get the opportunity to implement their preferred policy or
they do not. This is not especially helpful when assessing government formation as it implies
that parties have very narrow holdout and walk-away points in negotiations. Instead, policy-
seeking theories of government formation often see policy implementation as a game of compro-
mise in which parties often do not get to enact their ideal policy preferences but something that is
perhaps close to that ideal point. This leads to the notion that the median party is a key player in
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government formation because it is theoretically closer to more parties’ ideal policy positions
(Laver and Schofield 1990, 111; Baron 1991, 149).2

Dominant and central players

As set out above, simple size is not a sufficient criterion for identifying key players in the
government-formation process even setting aside policy-seeking considerations. However, the
theory of DPs is perfectly suited to this task. The DPs approach is derived from the theory of
simple, N-person cooperative games. We can consider government formation as a special type
of this game, a weighted majority game. Parties are viewed as having different levels of
decision-making power, or weight, as determined by their share of seats in the legislature. As
government formation is a simple majority voting game in every parliamentary democracy,
then the decision rule is that any winning coalition must possess 50% + 1 of the voting power
in the legislature.3 Coalitions that have less than 50% of the voting power are losing coalitions
and those that possess exactly 50% are blocking coalitions as they can prevent any other coalition
from taking office.

It is theorised that a key player can emerge in this type of simple game: the DP.4 The DP is not
just the largest party in a given legislature; for a party to be dominant it must also satisfy two other
criteria as specified by van Roozendaal:

(1) The DP must be the largest player in the game, in this case, the party with the greatest
share of seats in parliament.

(2) The weight of the largest player must be at least equal to half of the decision-rule (25% +
1 in our example of government formation).

(3) If there is a set of parties (that we shall call T) that the largest party can form a winning
coalition with that also has the smallest possible voting power (meaning it is as close as
possible to the 50% + 1 decision rule in government formation), then there must also be
at least one alternative set of parties that the largest party can form a winning coalition
with but set of parties T could not (van Roozendaal 1992, 89–90; 1993, 37–38).

Therefore, the key actor under the DP theory is not simply the largest party; it is the largest party
which must be included in any winning coalition.

The dominant party concept is an office-seeking theory in that only voting power (legislative
weight) determines the outcome of the game. In contrast, the central player (CP) is a policy-
oriented approach to the analysis of simple games. Continuing with the government formation
example, the CP theory states that all players in the game can be arrayed along a single dimension
according to their policy preferences. Usually, this is the left2right dimension. A player, j, is con-
sidered central if the total weight of the players to the left of j on the left2right dimension minus
the total weight of the players to the right does not exceed the weight of j itself. In this respect, j is
powerful because the ideologically connected coalition or parties to the left of j can only be
winning if it includes j. The same is true of the coalition of connected parties to the right of j
(van Roozendaal 1992, 9–10). We would therefore expect that the central party, where one
exists, is also a key player in the government-formation game.

Van Roozendaal recognised that the DCP in any game may not be mutually exclusive. He there-
fore developed a typology of dominated and centralised games which we can think of in parliamen-
tary terms for the purposes of this paper. Table 1 provides an overview of this typology. The only
distinction which requires some explanation is between DCP and DP-CP parliaments. Parliaments
of the DCP type contain a single party that is both dominant and central. Parliaments that are of the
DP-CP type contain both a dominant party and central party but these are separate actors.
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Strong parties

A further method for identifying key players in the government-formation process has been pro-
posed by Laver and Shepsle (1996) in their PA model. The underlying premise of the PA model is
that the position of parties in the multi-dimensional policy space determines their status in the
government-formation process. It is assumed that ministers have a high level of discretion over
decision-making in their policy areas (Laver and Shepsle 1996, 32–33). Therefore, individual
ministers have considerable power over the direction of policy and acquiring the most salient port-
folios becomes a central goal of the government-formation game.5 The party that can influence
the distribution of these portfolios is a key player in the formation process.

The primary motivation of actors in the PA model is to see the closest approximation of their
ideal policy preferences implemented. Therefore, the cabinet that eventually emerges is the one
which has a set of policies on the salient dimensions that are preferred by a majority in the leg-
islature; note that the cabinet does not have to possess a formal majority under the terms of the PA
model, by which I mean that the parties of the cabinet possess 50% + 1 of the seats in parliament.
Instead, the cabinet is in “equilibrium” because no other configuration of parties has a set of pol-
icies that are preferred by a majority in the legislature. A government might technically be a min-
ority administration but remain stable because the alternatives are less desirable to a majority of
parliament.

The key players in the PA model are “strong” and “very strong parties”. A party is considered
to be strong if it participates in every cabinet preferred by a majority in parliament to the cabinet in
which the strong party takes all the salient portfolios (Laver and Shepsle 1996, 69–70). In a
hypothetical three-party legislature with two salient policy dimensions, the ideal point for the
strong party, A, is a cabinet in which it takes all the portfolios which we call cabinet AA.
However, this cabinet is not preferred by a majority in the legislature. Instead, there are two poss-
ible cabinets that are preferred by a majority, one in which party B takes one portfolio and party A
takes the other (cabinet BA), and a second cabinet in which party C take one portfolio and party A
the other (cabinet CA). In both cases, party A must be included in the majority-preferred cabinet
as A can veto certain alternatives. On the other hand, if there is no alternative cabinet that is pre-
ferred by a majority to one in which A takes all of the salient portfolios, then this party is deemed
to be very strong. This is because A occupies the median position on each of the salient policy
dimensions.

Implications for assessing key players

The DCP model and the PA model suggest that key actors in the government-formation process
can be characterised in three ways. The first suggests that a key player can be identified by its
parliamentary weight relative to that of other parties (DP). The second identifies a party that is
centrally located within the unidimensional ideological space as a key actor (CP). The third indi-
cates that a party is a key actor if its position on the salient dimensions in the multi-dimensional
policy space means that it must participate in every cabinet that is majority preferred to its ideal
point where it takes all the salient portfolios, or the cabinet in which it takes all the salient port-
folios is preferred to any other cabinet (strong party). Can dominant, central, and strong parties
really be considered to be the key players in the government-formation process in CEE?

To be considered key players, then dominant, central, and strong parties should emerge as the
most successful participants from the coalition formation process. The question is how to measure
success for key players. The first benchmark by which parties can be judged as key players is
simply if they became members of the government. That is the aim of the government-formation
game, and it is only logical that getting into government is a criterion of key player status.
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H1. Dominant, central, and strong parties will participate in any government that forms.

Key actors should be the big winners when portfolios are distributed. Dominant parties are the
largest actors in each legislature and the distribution of seats among other parties means that domi-
nant parties control the agenda in the coalition formation process and can determine which port-
folios are offered to potential partners and which are withheld. While the dominant party can form
a number of coalitions with other parties, the other parties require the dominant party to form a
winning coalition, thus placing it in a powerful position when determining the distribution of the
spoils of office. If we assume that policy matters in coalition formation, then central parties are in
a similarly commanding position in a unidimensional policy space as they are members of any
connected winning coalition. Strong parties are in a position to dictate the distribution of
cabinet portfolio because they occupy a position in the multidimensional policy space that
makes them at the very least members of every majority-preferred cabinet in the parliament
and at most the other parties in the legislature prefer a cabinet in which the strong party takes
all of the salient portfolios to any other administration.

The distribution of cabinet portfolios has received considerable attention from scholars of gov-
ernment formation. Most posit that portfolios will be distributed in equal proportion to the resources
(share of seats) that each party brings to the coalition (Gamson 1961, 374); this is often dubbed
“Gamson’s Law” due to the extremely strong empirical evidence that bears out the hypothesis
(Browne and Franklin 1973, 460–461). The proportionality hypothesis was confirmed once again
in a more recent study of West European governments by Warwick and Druckman (2006, 650).
They also found that, similar to Browne and Franklin, smaller parties received slightly more than
their proportional share of portfolios. The striking weight of evidence for the proportionality relation-
ship has been termed an “empirical regularity” as there is no theoretical reason for cabinet portfolios
to be allocated proportionately among coalition partners other than basic fairness; in fact, it is unlikely
that notions of fairness motivate politicians in the coalition formation game (Verzichelli 2008, 239).

H2. Dominant, central, and strong parties will accrue a greater proportion of ministerial portfolios than
other parties in the cabinet.
H3. Given the empirical evidence pertaining to “Gamson’s Law”, even key actors will not gain a dis-
proportionate share of cabinet portfolios. However, when a single dominant and central (a DCP party,
see Table 1) player exists, the level of disproportionality between seat and portfolio shares will be less
than when a party is either just DP or just CP.

Of course, some portfolios are more important than others, and gaining the most salient portfolios
may in fact be a better indicator of whether or not a party is a key player than the simple number of
ministries acquired. The portfolio saliency hypothesis has been tested empirically by Warwick
and Druckman (2006), who found that even when portfolios are weighted by salience,
“Gamson’s Law” of a proportional allocation still holds true (Warwick and Druckman 2006,
650). Another dimension of salience arises from the idea that some portfolios are more important
to certain parties. For example, agrarian parties are more likely to regard the Ministry of Agricul-
ture very highly, while nationalist parties often place great value on Education and Culture port-
folios. Budge and Keman (1990, 102–103) found some evidence for this assumption by assessing
the allocation of portfolios according to party families with some success. For example, they
showed that socialist parties that become members of the government acquire the Labour,
Health, and Welfare portfolios more than 80% of the time. Bäck, Debus, and Dumont (2011)
have also provided strong support for the hypothesis that the greater the saliency that a party
attaches to a policy area that a specific portfolio controls, the more likely that the party will
obtain that portfolio if it gets into the cabinet (Bäck, Debus, and Dumont 2011, 459).
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As the most influential players in the coalition formation process, key actors should be able to
acquire the most salient portfolios. This is particularly pertinent to key actors identified by the PA
model. As outlined previously, the saliency of ministerial portfolios is central to understanding
government formation in the PA model. Although strong parties should capture the most
salient portfolios, they do so by virtue of holding the median position on the policy dimensions
associated with those portfolios rather than due to the number of seats that they hold in the
legislature.

H4. Strong parties will acquire the two most salient portfolios in the coalition bargaining process.

A further expectation of key players is that they should secure the single most important office in
government, that of the Prime Minister. Druckman and Roberts’ (2008) survey of portfolio
salience demonstrated that the post of Prime Minister was the most sought after in every
country and as such, the capacity to acquire this post should be indicative of a party’s status as
a key player in the government-formation process.

H5. Dominant, central, and strong parties will acquire the post of Prime Minister in the coalition
bargaining process.

These five hypotheses offer a sound benchmark by which we can assess the efficacy of the DCP
and the PA model’s capacity to identify key players in the coalition formation process.

Data and cases

The empirical design adopted in this paper is similar to that used by Debus (2008). This paper
draws on data from governments formed in the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Slovakia,
and Slovenia over the period from 1991 to 2005. These five countries are selected primarily
for the variation in the pattern of party competition that they encompass. Over the period of
study, at least two governments have been formed from each of the three general types of
party system: unipolar, bipolar, and multipolar. Capturing this variation in party competition is
important as dominant, central, and strong parties may be more likely to emerge in different
types of party systems; for example, it could be hypothesised that dominant parties are more
likely to be found in unipolar party systems. The selected countries also belong to the Central
European bloc of former communist states and may be said to similar cultural, historical, and pol-
itical trajectories particularly in the period since 1990. These countries also democratised at
approximately the same rate if one considers accession to the European Union to be a benchmark
of democratisation.

The final dataset covers a total of 28 governments. Lijphart’s criteria are used to determine
when a government ends and a new formation opportunity arises, these are: if there is a
change in the party composition of the government; a parliamentary election is held; the Prime
Minister resigns; or the cabinet resigns (Lijphart 1984, 267). For each country, the transitionary
governments are excluded from the analysis since these administrations governed at a time when
“normal politics” had yet to take root and competition between parties was distorted by the
imperatives of democratisation.

In order to identify the key players according to the models set out in this paper, data are
needed on party size, ideological positions, and the distribution of cabinet portfolios in each
country. Party size in the legislature and the distribution of cabinet portfolios is gathered from
European Journal of Political Research Annual Yearbooks. To assess whether or not strong
parties are key players in CEE, a measure of portfolio saliency is needed together with the
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distribution. These data are taken from Druckman and Roberts’ (2008) expert survey of portfolio
saliency in CEE. In every case, the Prime Minister was identified as the most salient portfolio.
However, it is difficult to ascribe a policy dimension to the post of Prime Minister. In this
paper, I therefore use the two most salient portfolios for which a policy dimension can be reason-
ably identified in this paper. In every country except Slovakia, the Foreign Affairs and Finance
portfolios were considered the most salient; the two most salient ministries were Finance and
the Interior in Slovakia (Druckman and Roberts 2008, 123–131).

The CPs model requires data on party positions in the unidimensional policy space, while the
PA model uses data on party positions within individual policy spaces. To position parties in both
the ideological and policy space in CEE, I use data from an expert survey (Savage 2012). This was
based on the Laver and Hunt (1992) survey and is similar to the Benoit and Laver (2006) survey.
Respondents were asked to score parties in each country on various policy dimensions, which
means that it is ideally suited to this particular research. Party positions on foreign policy, taxa-
tion, and social policy (constituting a liberal-authoritarian axis) can be attached to the Foreign
Affairs, Finance, and Interior portfolios, respectively. The data from this survey have also been
used to create a left2right dimension that is sensitive to the variations in the meaning of those
terms across CEE (Evans and Whitefield 1998; Benoit and Laver 2007; Savage 2012). This left2
right dimension is used to position parties in the evaluation of CPs.6

Strong parties in the PA model are identified using Laver and Shepsle’s Winset calculator
version 5.12.7 A summary of the data can be found in Table 2.

Key players in CEE

As indicated previously, key players in the coalition formation process should be identifiable,
first, by their membership of any cabinet that forms and, second, by their success in gaining
both a share of portfolios equivalent to the share of resources (seats) that they contribute to the
cabinet and in acquiring the most salient portfolios. In this section, I examine the extent to
which the DCP and PA models can effectively identify key players in CEE.

Government membership

The DCP model identifies 23 cases in which either a dominant or CP existed in the various CEE
legislatures (Table 3). Dominant parties are the single most frequently identified actor in Table 3,
accounting for 11 cases with a further eight cases in which the dominant party is also the central
party. A central party without the presence of a dominant party can be found only in the hyper-
fragmented Polish legislatures of 1991 and 1992. Of the 25 key players identified in Table 3, 22
became members of the subsequent government that formed providing strong support for hypoth-
esis H1. Neither a dominant nor CP can be identified in Slovakia 2002–2005 or Slovenia from
1992 to 1996.

There are variations between countries in the types of key player that can be identified by the
model. In Hungary and the Czech Republic, most legislatures have contained a DCP party, while
parliaments have tended to be characterised only by a DP party in Poland and Slovenia. The
greater tendency for DCP parties to emerge in Hungary and the Czech Republic may be linked
to the relative stability of party systems in these two countries. In order for a central party to
arise, parties must be able to interact on the basis of a clear and identifiable ideological platform
which is more likely to develop, and become known to other parliamentary actors, over a longer
period of time. Therefore, greater party system stability increases the capacity of parties to interact
on the basis of ideology. Of the countries included in this study, the Czech Republic and Hungary
have had the fewest number of parties that have competed in elections since 1990 (26 and 17,
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics of central and east European parties and governments.

Czech Republic Hungary Poland Slovakia Slovenia

Period covered 1992–2004 1994–2004 1991–2003 1994–2005 1992–2002
Total no. of governments 5 4 9 4 7
Total no. of governing parties 11 9 22 14 20
1st salient portfolio Finance Finance Finance Finance Finance
2nd salient portfolio Foreign Affairs Foreign Affairs Foreign Affairs Interior Foreign Affairs

Mean expert ratings of party policy and ideological positions
Taxation 5.68 5.78 5.12 5.40 6.44

(0.51) (0.27) (0.33) (0.45) (0.17)
Foreign policy 5.17 2.80 4.92 5.05 2.98

(0.59) (0.36) (0.48) (0.49) (0.43)
Social policy 6.14 5.41 6.44 5.82 7.21

(0.43) (0.55) (0.48) (0.51) (0.47)
Left2right dimension 0.07 20.16 0.04 20.11 0.07

(0.20) (0.21) (0.17) (0.20) (0.19)

Notes: Standard error of the mean in parentheses. The range of values for each policy dimension is 1–11. The endpoints for these values and a copy of the survey can be found in Anon
(2012). The left2right dimension is based on a factor analysis of the policy dimensions in the survey. The minimum value is 21.93 (left) and the maximum is 1.81 (right).
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Table 3. Government membership and the proportionality of portfolio payoffs for DCP in CEE.

Proportion of cabinet posts

Parliament
type

Dominant
party

Central
party

Dominant party
(%)

Central party
(%)

Weight of DP in
cabinet (%)

Disproportionality
(DP weight-share of

portfolios)
Prime Minister’s

party

Czech Republic
1992 DP ODS 58 72.4 214.4 DP
1996 DP ODS 50 68.7 218.7 DP
1998 DCP CSSD 94.7 100 25.3 DCP
2002 DCP CSSD 64.7 69.3 24.6 DCP
2004 DCP CSSD 66.7 69.3 22.6 DCP

Hungary
1994 DCP MSZP 78.6 75.2 3.4 DCP
1998 DCP FIDESZ 70.6 71.5 20.9 DCP
2002 DCP MSZP 73.3 90.4 217.1 DCP
2004 DCP MSZP 77.8 90.4 212.6 DCP

Poland
1991 CP KPN 0 –
1992 CP KPN 0 –
1993 DP SLD 30 56.4 226.4 –
1995 DP SLD 38.1 56.4 218.3 DP
1996 DP SLD 33.3 56.4 223.1 DP
1997 DP-CP AWS UW 73.9 21.7 77 23.1 DP
2000 DP-CP AWS UW 78.9 0 100 221.1 DP
2001 DP SLD 62.5 80.6 218.1 DP
2003 DP SLD 58.8 91.3 232.5 DP

Slovakia
1994 DP HZDS 66.7 73.5 26.8 DP
1998 DCP HZDS 0 –

Slovenia
1997 DP LDS 36.4 51 214.6 DP
2000 DP LDS 62.4 58.6 3.8 DP
2002 DP LDS 58.9 58.6 0.3 DP
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respectively), while electoral volatility has also been lower in these two party systems (Rose and
Munro 2009, 48, 51).

The DCP model can also help to shed light on some of the non-standard governments that
have formed in various countries, particularly minority cabinets. Seven minority governments
are included in the dataset, two of which were inevitabilities, since forming a majority govern-
ment in 1991–1993 Polish legislature was practically impossible with 29 parties represented
and none gaining more than 13% of seats in parliament. Setting aside those two governments,
only one minority cabinet has governed in CEE that did not contain a DP, the 1996 Slovenian
government formed of the Liberal Democrats (LDS) and Christian Democrats (SKD). In every
other case, (Czech Republic 1996 and 1998, Poland 2000 and 2003), the minority government
has been led by the dominant party. This is to be expected as one of the implications of the
DCP model is that rational minority governments can form (van Roozendaal 1992, 16–18),
though the Czech 1998 government is noteworthy in the context of this model as it is the only
case in which a minority government has formed in the presence of a DCP party, and it is the
only minority government to have served a full constitutionally mandated term in office. The
Social Democrats (CSSD) formed a single-party government following an extraordinary arrange-
ment with the second largest party in parliament, the Civic Democrats (ODS). This ‘Opposition
Agreement’ allowed the CSSD to govern without a majority when neither of the two largest
parties in the legislature could agree to coalition pacts with smaller parties.8 Despite the inability
to form a majority government, the CSSD was still strong enough in terms of seats, and no other
party held a position in the unidimensional policy space that was preferred by a majority in the
legislature. The DCP status of the CSSD perhaps explains both how this minority government
formed in the first place and how it managed to fulfil its mandated term in office despite the
weight of empirical evidence which suggests that minority governments are more likely to be
unstable.

The final case in Table 3 which requires some elaboration is the 1998 Slovak parliament. The
Movement for a Democratic Slovakia (HZDS) is identified as a DCP party but failed to become a
member of the government. This case is unusual as it defies explanation through empirical
models. The HZDS held a position in the legislature that made it a certainty for participating
in government. However, the behaviour of the HZDS’ erstwhile leader, Vladimı́r Mečiar, as
Prime Minister of the 1994–1998 government ensured that the party was uncoalitionable follow-
ing the next round of elections with only the Nationalists willing to co-operate with them. Fed up
of Mečiar’s authoritarian leadership style (Malová and Učeň 2000), every other party in the leg-
islature came together and formed a government dubbed the anti-Mečiar coalition.

The PA model identifies strong parties in 19 of the 28 cases of government formation in CEE
between 1990 and 2005.9 Of the 19 parties identified, just three (KDU-CSL, Czech Republic 1998
and Democratic Left [SLD], Poland 1991 and 1992) did not become members of the government.
This provides further support for hypothesis H1 though the PA model is not as effective as the
DCP model at identifying key actors in this regard.

Despite the PA model’s emphasis on party policy positions in the multidimensional space
rather than share of seats in the legislature, it is striking to note the similarity between the
parties identified as strong in Table 4 and those identified as DP or DCP in Table 3. Perhaps
this is to be expected, since larger parties are arithmetically more likely to possess the median
legislator on a given policy dimension but it is more surprising to see large parties dominate in
this way in a multidimensional policy space. The extent of overlap between DP/DCP parties
and strong parties is noteworthy and deserves further consideration in future research due to
initial indications that party size and position in the multidimensional policy space are linked
which may have theoretical and empirical implications for models of government formation
and portfolio allocation.
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Once again, there are variations in the performance of the PA model across countries. A strong
party can be identified at every government-formation opportunity in Poland and Hungary, but
strong parties existed in just three out of a total of 11 coalition bargaining situations in Slovakia
and Slovenia. In the Czech Republic, strong parties were identified in three of the five formation
opportunities, only two of which (CSSD 2002 and 2004) went on to become members of the gov-
ernment. This contrasts with the DCP model which correctly identified either a DP or DCP party
at every formation opportunity in the Czech Republic. The 1998 Czech government provides an
interesting case for the PA model. The Christian Democrats (KDU-CSL) are identified as a strong
party but fail to participate in government. Intra-party factions prevented the KDU-CSL from
forming a coalition with either of the two largest parties in the legislature. Ideological differences
between a faction of the KDU-CSL and the CSSD precluded the parties from coalescing (though
they did subsequently form a coalition in 2002 and 2004) while the legacy of a financial scandal in
the ODS, which brought down the 1996–1998 government, produced a lingering enmity on the
part of the KDU-CSL which was part of that failed administration. This peculiar set of circum-
stances is difficult to detect in formal models but explains the Christian Democrats’ exclusion
from government in 1998.

The distribution of portfolios

Both the DCP and PA models have proved to be effective at identifying parties which will become
members of the government in CEE. However, there is arguably more to being a key player than

Table 4. Government membership and PA among strong parties in CEE.

Very strong party
No. of salient

portfolios acquired
Proportion of

all portfolios accrued Prime Minister’s party

Czech Republic
1998 KDU-CSL 0 0
2002 CSSD 1 64.7 SP
2004 CSSD 1 66.7 SP

Hungary
1994 MSZP 2 78.6 SP
1998 FIDESZ 2 70.6 SP
2002 MSZP 2 73.3 SP
2004 MSZP 2 77.8 SP

Poland
1991 SLD 0 0
1992 SLD 0 0
1993 SLD 1 30 –
1995 SLD 1 38.1 SP
1996 SLD 2 33.3 SP
1997 AWS 0 73.9 SP
2000 AWS 0 78.9 SP
2001 SLD 2 62.5 SP
2003 SLD 2 64.7 SP

Slovakia
1994 HZDS 2 66.7 SP

Slovenia
2000 LDS 2 62.4 SP
2002 LDS 2 58.9 SP
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attaining office. It is therefore pertinent to ask whether or not the key players identified by each
model can expect to obtain a greater share of the rewards of office.

Table 3 shows the proportion of cabinet portfolios obtained by dominant and central parties in
CEE. Of the 20 cases in which a dominant party was present and that party became a member of the
government, a majority of cabinet portfolios was also secured by the dominant party in 16 instances
providing support for hypothesis H2. Three of the instances in which a dominant party failed to
secure more than half of the available portfolios occurred during the 1993–1997 parliament in
Poland. The communist successor party, the Alliance of the SLD, emerged from the 1993 election
as the leading party followed by one of its former satellite parties, the Peasant Party (PSL); together
these parties held 66% of the seats in the legislature. The SLD and PSL entered into coalition, but
despite being the junior partner, the PSL took a leading role in the government securing eight of the
available portfolios, to the SLD’s six, including the post of Prime Minister.10 The SLD encouraged
the prominence of the PSL for political reasons and in doing so accepted a share of cabinet posts that
was far below what a party in its position would normally expect to receive. The success of the SLD
and PSL in 1993 came as something of a surprise given that the communist regime had fallen just
three years previously. However, the SLD was mindful of the possibility that its return to govern-
ment could give the impression that the “old guard” was returning to power (Jasiewicz 1994).
Therefore, the party initially accepted a backseat role in the government.

Accruing a majority of cabinet posts is perhaps too lenient a test by which key players should
be identified. Gamson’s Law suggests that parties should gain a share of portfolios equivalent to
the level of resources (seats in the legislature) that they contribute to a cabinet (Gamson 1961).
Gamson does, however, state that smaller parties are often rewarded with a slightly greater
share of portfolios than the resources that they bring to the government. Given the weight of
empirical evidence that bears out Gamson’s Law, it would be overly optimistic to expect that
key players in CEE would gain a disproportionately greater share of portfolios. On the other
hand, it can reasonably be expected that where a single party is both DCP, then it is in a suffi-
ciently strong position both in terms of parliamentary arithmetic and the policy space to
demand a share of portfolios that is closer to commensurate with its weight in the cabinet.

The difference between the dominant party’s share of seats and its share of portfolios can be
seen in the second to last column of Table 3. In just three cases the dominant party acquired a
share of portfolios greater than the share of seats it contributed to the cabinet (Hungary 1994 and
Slovenia 2000 and 2002). On two of those occasions – Hungary 1994 and Slovenia 2000 – the
governments that took office were surplus majority coalitions and it is likely that the dominant
parties were able to extract a disproportionate share of portfolios for their agreement to accept
unnecessary parties into the coalition. In every other case, the dominant party received less than
its “fair share” of cabinet posts; however, this does not mean that Gamson’s Law can be refuted
in CEE. Table 5 shows the correlation between the share of seats that DP and DCP parties contribute
to the cabinet and the share of portfolios that they acquire. Although the relationship is not perfect it
is still very high and significant which indicates that the proportional portfolio payoffs thesis applies
to CEE. The correlation between cabinet seat share and portfolio payoffs for DP and DCP parties is
also shown in Table 5. Both correlations are significant but the correlation for DCP parties is stron-
ger, demonstrating that, as expected, DCP parties are more likely than DP parties to gain a share of
portfolios that is closer to that demanded by their share of seats, thus providing confirmation of
hypothesis H3. This also illustrates the additional value of considering policy-seeking motivations
in the coalition bargaining process in CEE. While dominant parties are key actors simply on the
basis of the relative size of parties in each bargaining situation, DCP parties are characterised by
both their size and ideological position. The greater success of DCP parties in gaining a greater
share of portfolios compared to parties that are only dominant provides some evidence that
policy-seeking motivations are influential among political actors in CEE.

14 L.M. Savage

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

K
in

g'
s 

C
ol

le
ge

 L
on

do
n]

 a
t 0

5:
55

 3
0 

Ju
ly

 2
01

3 



Assessing the position of strong parties as key players requires a different approach. The PA
model does not specify that strong parties will acquire a greater share of portfolios than other
parties. Instead, it states that such parties should gain the most salient portfolios. The extent to
which strong parties acquire these portfolios in CEE is shown in Table 4. A strong party was
identified in 19 instances, in ten of which the party took both of the most salient portfolios,
while the party acquired one salient portfolio in a further four cases. It should be noted that the
1993 and 1995 Polish governments could not appoint a minister to the second most salient port-
folio, Foreign Affairs, as this was under the remit of the president at the time.11 However, when
the governing parties were eventually permitted to recommend a candidate for this post, it was the
SLD which was given the right to propose a minister, so it is not a heroic assumption to suggest
that the SLD would have controlled the Foreign Affairs portfolio from 1993 if it was available.
This evidence provides some support for hypothesis H4.

With just over half of the strong parties acquiring all of the most salient portfolios in CEE and
three-quarters acquiring at least one, it can be asserted that the PA model offers a sound method of
identifying key players in the government-formation process. Even though the model is success-
ful on its own terms, it is also interesting to consider its further implications. For example, as well
as acquiring the most salient portfolios, do strong parties also gain the most ministries as
suggested by H2? Table 4 shows that in almost every case in which a strong party has succeeded
in gaining office, that party also accrued the largest share of ministries. The exceptions to this
finding are the 1993–1996 Polish governments that were discussed previously.

Finally, while DCP and strong parties do seem to emerge from the PA process with greater
success than other parties, it should be considered whether or not these parties manage to
obtain the most sought after office: the Prime Minister. As the office of Prime Minister does
not have an associated policy dimension, it was excluded from the evaluation of the PA
model. However, the expert survey by Druckman and Roberts (2007) has shown that this is
the most salient portfolio in every CEE country. We would therefore expect that the key
players in each government-formation situation would acquire the Premiership. The final
columns of Tables 3 and 4 overwhelmingly bear out hypothesis H5. The DP or DCP party
acquired the post of Prime Minister on all but two occasions between 1990 and 2005, each
(Poland 1993 and Slovakia 1998) owing to context-specific circumstances that are unlikely to
be repeated. Furthermore, whenever a strong party was identified by the PA model and it
became a member of the government, it also provided the candidate for Prime Minister in
every instance except Poland 1993. It can therefore be concluded that both DCP and PA
models can effectively be used to identify the party of the Prime Minister in CEE.

Overall, both the DCP and PA models appear to effectively identify the key players in the
coalition formation process in CEE. The parties identified by these models are highly likely to
get into government and tend to acquire more portfolios than other parties together with
gaining the most salient portfolios. These models also provide an insight into how the coalition
bargaining process works in CEE. Dominant parties are successful key actors in the region which

Table 5. Correlation between a party’s share of seats in cabinet
and the proportion of portfolios accrued.

Correlation

All parties 0.80∗∗

DCP 0.83∗

DP 0.76∗∗

∗p ¼ 0.05; ∗∗p ¼ 0.01.
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suggests that office-seeking considerations are influential given that dominant parties are defined
only by their relative size in the legislature. However, the greater success of key actors that are
both dominant and ideologically central in terms of portfolio acquisition suggests that policy-
seeking motivations are also influential and add to our understanding of why certain parties
become key actors in CEE. Furthermore, the lower level of success of the PA model in identifying
key actors in comparison to the DCP model indicates that the ideological space in CEE is perhaps
best conceived as unidimensional rather than multidimensional.

Conclusion

This paper has sought to identify the key actors in the government-formation process in CEE. Two
models were used that are ideally suited to the task of identifying key players: the DCP model
(van Roozendaal 1992) and the PA model (Laver and Shepsle 1996).

Both the DCP and PA models proved to be highly effective tools for identifying key actors in
CEE. The parties identified as DP, both DCP, and strong routinely became members of the gov-
ernment. The extent of agreement between the two models is somewhat of a surprise. What
makes this result noteworthy is that the DCP model identified key actors on the basis of their
weight in the legislature and ideological position in a unidimensional policy space. The PA
model identified key actors on the basis of their positions on the most salient policy dimensions.
The extent of overlap between the two models indicates a link between party size in the legisla-
ture and its strategic position in the multidimensional policy space in CEE. The implications of
this on both a theoretical and empirical level require further investigation. There are also indi-
cations that party system stability has played a role in the types of key players that emerge in
CEE. This paper has also shown that party systems that have been most stable between 1990
and 2005 are more likely to produce DCP parties while less stable party systems are likely to
produce DP parties.

The DCP model and PA model also enhance our understanding of how portfolios are distributed
in CEE countries. Portfolio allocation generally followed the Gamson’s Law, which indicates that
ministries are distributed in proportion with the weight of seats each governing party brings to the
cabinet. However, this paper has shown that parties that are both dominant and ideologically central
tend to acquire a share of portfolios greater than that acquired by parties that are merely dominant.
The PA model provided further insight as it specifies the exact portfolios which should be obtained
by key actors. Of the 19 key actors that were identified by the PA model, 14 accrued at least one of
the most salient portfolios in each bargaining process, while 10 acquired both of the most salient
portfolios. Finally, the empirical evidence demonstrates that in almost every instance, the key
actors identified by both models acquired the most salient post in government, the Prime Minister.

Finally, this paper has demonstrated the influence that policy-seeking considerations can have
in coalition bargaining in CEE. As well as demonstrating the efficacy of a policy-seeking model
(the PA model) for identifying key actors, this paper has shown that parties that are both large and
ideologically central gain more from the coalition bargaining process than parties that are just
large. This suggests that ideological considerations are influential in CEE party politics,
despite a level of party system instability over the period since 1990 which one may expect
would limit the capacity for parties to interact on the basis of policy and ideology.
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Notes
1. For a comprehensive review of the motivations of politicians in the government formation process, see

Laver and Schofield (1990, ch. 3).
2. Baron refers to central rather than median parties but does suggest that the central party is analogous to

the median party.
3. There are of course times when this varies. For example, a ‘super-majority’ in the legislature is often

required to make changes to the constitution of most states. This may be set at two-thirds (66.7%) of
the voting power in the legislature.

4. This is based on the desirability relation as outlined by Peleg (1981) which can be simply stated as follows:
party S can form a winning coalition with set of parties T but not with set of parties Q. In this situation, T is
more desirable than Q for party S. The dominant player is derived from this relationship. Coalition T is
dominated by player j if j can form a winning coalition with a set of parties outside of T but T cannot
do the same without j. In this situation, j is said to be dominant (van Roozendaal, 1992, 8).

5. This is not an uncontroversial assumption, and some dispute the level of autonomy that Laver and
Shepsle ascribe to individual portfolios (Dunleavy and Bastow 2001).

6. A more detailed discussion of this expert survey data can be found in Savage (2012).
7. Winset Calculator, http://homepage.tinet.ie/~doylep/Winset/ws_index.htm, accessed 2 February 2012,
8. A detailed account of the process that led to this peculiar coalition bargaining process can be found in

Roberts (2003).
9. I treat both Very Strong and Merely Strong parties as Strong in this analysis. Only three parties were

considered Merely Strong in Table, the MSZP in 2002 and 2004 (Hungary) and KDU-CSL in 1998
(Czech Republic). Very and Merely Strong parties should both be key players in the government for-
mation process and therefore it is practical and logical to treat them as one in this evaluation (Martin
and Stevenson 2001).

10. A further six portfolios were allocated to non-partisan independents.
11. The Defence and Interior portfolios were also considered to be presidential rather than cabinet appoint-

ments at the time.
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Haughton, T. 2002. “Vladimir Mečiar and his Role in the 1994–1998 Slovak Coalition Government.”

Europe-Asia Studies 54 (8): 1319–1338.
Jasiewicz, K. 1994. “Poland.” European Journal of Political Research 26 (3–4): 397–408.
Laver, M., and W. B. Hunt. 1992. Policy and Party Competition. New York: Routledge.
Laver, M., and N. Schofield. 1990. Multiparty Government: The Politics of Coalition in Europe. Ann Arbor:

University of Michigan Press.
Laver, M., and K. Shepsle. 1996. Making and Breaking Governments: Cabinets and Legislatures in

Parliamentary Democracies. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Lewis, P. 2000. Political Parties in Post-Communist Eastern Europe. London: Routledge.
Lijphart, A. 1984. Democracies: Patterns of Majoritarian and Consensus Government in Twenty-One

Countries. London: Yale University Press.
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