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Party system 
institutionalization  and 
government formation  in 

new democracies
By lee savage*

tHe process of government formation in parliamentary democra-
cies has far-reaching implications for the delegation of power, ac-

countability, and policy outcomes. although much has been written 
on government formation, the literature largely focuses on established, 
mainly west european democracies in which institutions are stable, 
actors are politically socialized in the system, and voters are routinely 
faced with a familiar array of choices at elections.1 conversely, very little 
is known about government formation in new democracies where these 
features are less evident. can we reasonably expect the explanations for 
government formation in long-established democracies to “travel” to 
new democracies? if not, what else must we take into account?
 one key difference between established and new democracies is 
the extent of party system institutionalization.2 Party systems set the 
parameters within which coalition bargaining takes place. they also 
provide political actors with the information—about relative party 
strength and ideological positions—needed to make strategic calcula-
tions on potential coalition configurations. But in new democracies, 
party systems are less institutionalized and therefore lack the patterned 
interactions between parties that are evident in established democra-
cies. instead, parties’ parliamentary strength can fluctuate considerably 

* i would like to thank edoardo Bressanelli, ramon Pacheco Pardo, and, as ever, frances mil-
lard for helpful conversations and comments on previous versions of this article. i also thank the 
World Politics’ anonymous reviewers, whose challenging feedback helped to inform the development 
of the manuscript. i am grateful for the economic and social research council (grant number es/
J003425/1), which partially funded data collection for this research.

1 for example, see druckman 2008; glasgow, golder, and golder 2011; glasgow, golder, and 
golder 2012; laver and schofield 1990; laver and shepsle 1996; martin and stevenson 2001; martin 
and stevenson 2010; volden and carrubba 2004.

2 mainwaring and scully 1995; mainwaring and zoco 2007.
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from election to election, new relevant parties frequently emerge onto 
the political scene, and parties fail to develop the stable programmatic 
appeals that other actors in the bargaining process can use as informa-
tive cues for decision making. all these factors introduce a greater level 
of uncertainty into the coalition formation process.

in this article, i argue that weak party system institutionalization has 
three implications for government formation in new democracies. first, 
incumbents in established democracies are generally thought to hold an 
advantage in the coalition formation process,3 but when party systems 
are not institutionalized, incumbents may be weakened or even ex-
cluded from parliament following the next round of elections.4 second, 
former dominant parties can inhibit the development of programmatic 
interaction between participants in the coalition formation process.5 
third, the entry of new parties that are unknown entities can add much 
uncertainty to the coalition bargaining process. this is exacerbated in 
new democracies, where weakly institutionalized party systems can al-
low new parties to enter the bargaining process with considerable leg-
islative strength.6

my research makes three contributions to the existing literature. it 
is the first study of government formation that examines the effect of 
party system institutionalization and focuses specifically on the dif-
ferences that arise when party systems are weakly institutionalized. it 
highlights some of the distinctive features of government formation in 
new democracies. and it is the first study of government formation in 
new democracies that is methodologically comparable to the leading 
research on western europe in which the government formation op-
portunity is selected as the unit of analysis.

the analysis is based on a new data set of 27,000 potential govern-
ments in ten new democracies in central and eastern europe (cee) 
between 1990 and 2011.7 Previous studies of government formation 
in new democracies have adopted empirical strategies that use indi-
vidual parties8 or cabinet coalition status as the unit of analysis.9 while 
these studies have produced interesting results, the central question for 
scholars of government formation is not why a particular party got into 
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10 glasgow, golder, and golder 2012; martin and stevenson 2001.
11 glasgow, golder, and golder, 2012.

government, but why one coalition was chosen over the available alter-
natives in any given bargaining situation.

Providing answers to this question requires data for every potential 
government that could form in each formation opportunity. it also re-
quires an estimation strategy that takes into account the fact that poten-
tial governments are interrelated: if one potential government is more 
likely to form the cabinet, then other alternatives will be less likely.10 
i address this issue by using the mixed-effects logit model as described 
by garrett glasgow, matt golder, and sona golder.11

the results of the analysis support the proposition that weak party 
system institutionalization influences government formation in new 
democracies. Potential coalitions that closely resemble the incumbent 
government are less likely to take office when the formation opportu-
nity occurs following an election. this scenario reflects the volatility of 
incumbent-party bargaining power, which tends to decline as govern-
ments in new democracies fail to fulfill policy expectations and engage 
in clientelist or corrupt practices. in contrast, incumbency is an ad-
vantage when the formation opportunity arises during a parliamentary 
term. this development is an indicator of the incoherence of interac-
tions between opposition parties in the legislature—another character-
istic of weak party system institutionalization.

the results also show that former dominant parties are much less 
likely to form the government, an effect that becomes stronger in later 
elections. the communist successor parties (csp) have been placed at 
a systematic disadvantage in the coalition-formation process by their 
inability to develop the kind of programmatic links with the elector-
ate that are common to institutionalized parties. their failure to form 
political alliances with other parties based on ideological congruence 
creates a disadvantage as well. finally, and contrary to expectations, 
the results indicate that although new parties achieve notable electoral 
success in cee, a potential coalition that contains a new party is less 
likely to form the cabinet than other potential coalitions. this finding, 
however, is not statistically significant. on this particular dimension, 
weak party system institutionalization does not influence government 
formation in new democracies.

taken together, these results provide new insights into the determi-
nants of government formation. the data draw specifically on the new 
democracies of cee, where the parliamentary institutional arrangements 
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are comparable to those commonly found in western europe,12 but the 
implications of this research could potentially apply to presidential mul-
tiparty systems elsewhere. in the new democracies of latin america, 
for example, it is argued that strong incentives for legislative coalition-
building exist despite the absence of the executive’s need to retain the 
confidence of the legislature.13

party system institutionalization and  
Government Formation

the theoretical literature on government formation offers a large number 
of explanations that have informed empirical research.14 early theories 
on office seeking provide the expectation that actors in the government 
formation process will seek to form minimal winning governments.15 
Policy-seeking models emphasize the importance of ideological com-
patibility between coalition partners and the parties’ strategic position 
in the policy space.16 recently, scholars have sought to demonstrate 
the centrality of institutions, focusing on the importance of portfolio 
allocation, the structure of the bargaining process, and the formal and 
informal rules of the game.17

 a common thread that runs through the theoretical literature is the 
assumption that the current bargaining environment contains all the 
information actors need to make decisions regarding coalition forma-
tion. Prior experience, historical factors, and past behavior are absent 
from almost all theories.18 this is surprising, as we know from empirical 
studies that parties’ past behavior influences coalition membership.19 
research has also shown that parties prefer to form coalitions with fa-
miliar partners.20 when actors in the government formation process 
are selecting coalition partners, there is less uncertainty when they can 
draw on experience and use retrospective judgments of other actors.

But the capacity to use experience and retrospective judgment is 
undermined when actors in the formation process frequently change 

12 glasgow, golder, and golder 2012; martin and stevenson 2001.
13 alemán and tsebelis 2011; cheibub, Przeworski, and saiegh 2004; foweraker 1998; martínez-

gallardo 2012.
14 for a comprehensive test of hypotheses derived from the theoretical literature see martin and 

stevenson 2001.
15 riker 1962; von neumann and morgenstern 1953.
16 austen-smith and Banks 1988; Baron 1991; de swaan 1973.
17 austen-smith and Banks 1990; Baron 1991; laver and shepsle 1996; mershon 1994.
18 mershon 1994 is a notable exception to this statement.
19 tavits 2008b.
20 mair 1998; martin and stevenson 2010.
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identity, policy preferences, or relative strength in the legislature. this 
points to the importance of patterned interactions between actors in 
the government formation process—interactions that only occur when 
party systems are institutionalized. most studies of party system insti-
tutionalization begin from samuel P. Huntington’s definition of insti-
tutionalization: “the process by which organizations and procedures 
acquire value and stability.”21 for party systems, institutionalization 
means that “actors entertain clear and stable expectations about the be-
havior of other actors, and hence about the fundamental contours and 
rules of party competition and behavior.”22

more concretely, scott mainwaring and timothy scully identify 
four conditions of institutionalized party systems. first, patterns of 
party competition should exhibit some regularity. if the relevant parties’ 
identity or electoral strength is subject to complete change or high lev-
els of fluctuation, a party system is not institutionalized. second, parties 
should have stable roots in society, enabling them to structure prefer-
ences and ensure regularity in how people vote. third, major political 
actors should adhere to and respect the electoral process and political 
parties, thus acquiring legitimacy. fourth, party organizations are not 
subordinated to the party leader.23

in this research i focus on the first of these criteria, which main-
waring and scully consider the most important condition in their 
framework. i argue that the stability of politically relevant parties is 
the defining characteristic of an institutionalized party system. this 
stability is exhibited by low levels of fluctuation in party vote share 
and by coherent patterns of interaction between parties, based on ideo-
logical congruence. stability or instability results primarily from elec-
tions, which is what most studies of party system institutionalization 
focus on.24

the institutionalization of the party system has far-reaching impli-
cations for government formation. Party systems provide the essential 
structure of the coalition-bargaining environment, as they contain in-
formation on the parties’ relative bargaining weights and preferences. 
each party in the system uses this information when making decisions 
on potential coalition partners. what distinguishes party systems in 
new democracies from those of established democracies is the lack of 

21 Huntington 1968, 12.
22 mainwaring 1998.
23 mainwaring and scully 1995.
24 Bielasiak 2002; Hicken and martinez Kuhonta 2011; mainwaring and scully 1995; mainwaring 

and zoco 2007.
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routinized interactions between parties, which brings a higher level of 
uncertainty.25 of course, uncertainty can never be completely elimi-
nated from decision making. But where party systems are institution-
alized, actors can make reasonable estimates of the policy preferences 
of other parties and their likelihood of retaining legislative strength 
following an election.
 numerous empirical studies have shown that the party systems of 
new democracies are weakly institutionalized compared to those of 
established democracies.26 the most common measure used to dem-
onstrate this is electoral volatility, which assesses the stability of party 
competition. in established democracies, the average volatility since 
the inauguration of democracy has been eleven points, as measured by 
the Pedersen index. in new democracies, however, this average rises to 
thirty-five points; in cee it is higher still, at forty-two points.27

furthermore, new parties have found it easy to gain electoral support 
and break into party systems in new democracies—an indicator of open 
and unstable structures of party competition.28 Between 1990 and 2004, 
an average of 5.6 new parties emerged at each election in cee, with an 
average vote share of 19 percent. mainwaring, ana maria Bejarano, 
and eduardo Pizzaro leongómez find that new parties received 35 
percent of the vote between 1990 and 2002 in five latin american 
countries.29 in comparison, between 1945 and 1991 an average of only 
one new party entered west european party systems at each election, 
winning an average of just 2 percent of the vote.30

another measure of party system institutionalization is the level of 
partisanship among the electorate—an indicator of the rootedness of 
political parties in society. High levels of partisanship can serve to stabi-
lize party vote shares and thus reduce electoral volatility.31 Partisanship 
tends to be lower in new democracies, with 37 percent of voters ex-
pressing partisan attachment compared to 54 percent in established de-
mocracies.32 there are, of course, variations within the universe of new 

25 mainwaring and scully 1995; mainwaring and torcal 2006.
26 Bielasiak 2002; casal Bértoa 2012; Hicken and martinez Kuhonta 2011; mainwaring and scully 

1995; stockton 2001. there are exceptions to this general finding. though italy has been democratic 
since 1945, its current party system was established in the early 1990s and remains quite weakly in-
stitutionalized.

27 author’s calculations based on data from mainwaring and zoco 2007, table 1. the Pedersen 
index runs from 0 to 100, with higher values indicating greater volatility.

28 mair 1998, 211.
29 mainwaring, Bejarano, and leongómez 2006; tavits 2008a.
30 Hug 2001. the rate of new party entry into party systems in established democracies has in-

creased marginally over the past two decades. using data from Bolleyer 2014, table 2.1, p. 219, i calcu-
late that an average of 0.67 new parties emerged at each election between 1968 and 1989, compared 
to 0.69 at each election post-1989 up to 2011.

31 dalton and weldon 2007.
32 dalton and weldon 2007.
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democracies. noam lupu, for example, has shown that partisanship 
in parts of latin america resembles that of established democracies.33

these findings indicate that the patterns of interaction between par- 
ties in the coalition bargaining environment can change substantially 
from one formation opportunity to the next, which suggests that some 
of the regularities associated with government formation in the es-
tablished literature may be absent or function differently in new de-
mocracies. additional factors specific to new democracies must also be 
considered. in the following sections, i outline three implications of 
weak party system institutionalization for government formation.

HypotHeses

tHe incumbency (dis)advantaGe

incumbency is usually seen as an advantage for participants in the gov-
ernment formation process.34 g. Bingham Powell finds that following 
an election incumbents held on to office around 44 percent of the time 
and were replaced just 17 percent of the time.35 lanny martin and 
randolph stevenson show that 35 percent of incumbent coalition gov-
ernments were immediately returned to office.36

 two factors provide the theoretical foundations of the incumbency 
advantage. first, parties tend to form governments with previous co-
alition allies because the parties are familiar with their allies’ policy 
preferences, internal constraints, and working modes. Previous expe-
rience of working together also reduces the bargaining costs of gov-
ernment formation.37 second, some institutional rules and practices 
favor incumbents. an incumbent cabinet can act as a reversion point 
in coalition negotiations, thus gaining an advantage if a new alternative 
government cannot be formed.38 the rules for selecting a formateur can 
also give incumbents an advantage. in some systems incumbent parties 
are given the first opportunity to form a new government,39 and the 
party of the incumbent prime minister is more likely to be selected as 
the formateur.40 the prime minister will generally favor forming a new 
cabinet with previous governing allies, unless poor election results or in- 

33 lupu 2015.
34 martin and stevenson 2001; martin and stevenson 2010; franklin and mackie 1984; Bäck and 

dumont 2008.
35 Powell 2000.
36 martin and stevenson 2001.
37 martin and stevenson 2010.
38 laver and shepsle 1996; martin and stevenson 2010.
39 diermeier and van roozendaal 1998.
40 Bäck and dumont 2008.
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tracoalition disputes preclude this. But the effect of the constitutional 
rules of government formation can be discounted in some new democ-
racies. for example, no cee country gives incumbents the first shot at 
forming a new government. in most instances, convention dictates that 
the head of state or the speaker of the legislature asks the largest party 
in the legislature to try to form a government.41

the observable incumbency advantage in established democracies 
leads michael Bernhard and ekrem Karakoç to note that incumbency 
disadvantage is evidence of irregular patterns of party competition.42 By 
deduction, then, we may expect to find an incumbency disadvantage in 
those new democracies where party competition is less regularized, due 
to weak party system institutionalization. Prior research shows that in-
cumbents in latin america and the caribbean tend not to be returned 
to office.43

similarly, andrew roberts finds that just under one-third of govern-
ing parties in cee were returned to office following an election; only two 
of the thirty-four incumbent governments he examined were returned 
in their entirety.44 single-country studies of Brazil and india also report 
evidence of an incumbency disadvantage.45 conversely, two sets of re-
searchers, James druckman and andrew roberts, and Holger döring 
and Johan Hellström, find that incumbent parties in cee are more likely 
to become members of the new cabinet.46

the existing literature indicates a link between weakly institutional-
ized party systems and incumbency disadvantage. what accounts for 
this? the principal explanation is that incumbents are most likely to 
be affected by the high levels of electoral volatility that afflict new de-
mocracies. there are two reasons for this. first, incumbents in new 
democracies suffer from what roberts terms hyperaccountability. this 
refers to incumbents’ poor performance on key policy issues (such as 
unemployment) combined with a more generalized propensity to vote 
against governing parties.47 as for the latter, it is argued that politicians 
have been unable to deliver on policy promises because the demands 
of transition and modernization exceeded the government’s capacity 
to act.48

41 see table s1 of the supplementary material for the constitutional provisions pertaining to gov-
ernment formation in each of the countries analyzed in this research. savage 2016.

42 Bernhard and Karakoç 2011.
43 dix 1984; molina 2001.
44 roberts 2009, 59. similar results were also reported by Pop-eleches 2010.
45 Klašnja and titiunik 2015; uppal 2009.
46 druckman and roberts 2007; döring and Hellström 2013.
47 roberts 2008.
48 dix 1984; uppal 2009.
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this is particularly true in cee, where wholesale economic reform 
that promised medium- to long-term benefits often bore high short-
term costs.49 Politicians could only promise “jam tomorrow” so many 
times before voters became tired of waiting. antipolitical parties soon 
emerged to offer these voters an electoral outlet for their disappoint-
ment.50 indeed, cee electorates have demonstrated a great proclivity to 
punish parties for poor policy performance.51 roberts shows that 88 
percent of cee governments lost votes in elections between 1990 and 
2006, with an average loss of 15 percent—more than five times greater 
than the average loss for governing parties in established democracies.52

the second explanation for why incumbents suffer from high levels 
of electoral volatility is corruption. voters prefer effective governments 
to ineffective ones, and incumbents found to be corrupt or incompe-
tent are likely to experience electoral losses.53 new democracies tend to 
exhibit higher levels of corruption than established democracies, due to 
the incentives and opportunities on offer.54 for example, the economic 
reform process in cee provided government officials numerous oppor-
tunities to engage in rent extraction by shaping legislation and influenc-
ing the privatization process.

incentives for corruption are further increased where party link-
ages are based not on programmatic appeals, but on the personalistic 
or clientelistic appeals associated with weakly institutionalized party 
systems.55 when partisan appeals are absent, parties have less status and 
value of their own. their success or failure becomes inextricably linked 
to that of the party leaders, which increases the incentive to engage in 
exploitative or corrupt practices. the party’s survival and integrity are 
not the leaders’ primary concerns. Herbert Kitschelt notes that there 
is an empirical association between clientelist linkage politics and po-
litical corruption.56 furthermore, recent research has shown that when 
the rewards for rent-extracting behavior increase over time—due to 
learning, fiscal windfalls, and the growth of rent-extracting networks— 
incumbency is even more likely to be a disadvantage. this is because the 
voters want to replace corrupt incumbents, even if it’s with challengers 
of lower quality.57

49 Przeworski 1991.
50 Pop-eleches 2010; tavits 2008a.
51 roberts 2008; tucker 2006.
52 roberts 2009, 59.
53 costas-Pérez, solé-ollé, and sorribas-navarro 2012; tavits 2007.
54 rock 2009.
55 Keefer and vlaicu 2008; Kitschelt 2000.
56 Kitschelt 2000, 853.
57 Klašnja 2015a; Klašnja 2015b.
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taken together, hyperaccountability and corruption lead to higher 
levels of electoral volatility, especially with governing parties. as a re-
sult, an incumbent party’s bargaining power declines from one election 
to the next, thus incurring an incumbency disadvantage. this indicates 
that incumbency is a disadvantage due to the highly changeable nature 
of the coalition-bargaining environment in new democracies. such an 
environment largely occurs following an election, when voters have the 
opportunity to pass judgment on the governing party. However, gov-
ernment formation opportunities frequently arise between elections, 
particularly in cee. in fact, around half of the formation opportunities 
in the data set for this research occurred during a parliamentary term. 
in such instances, large-scale changes in the bargaining environment 
are unlikely to have taken place. even so, weak party system institu-
tionalization can influence the formation process, but in a different way.

governments terminate midterm for a variety of reasons, often due 
to a no-confidence vote resulting from a coalition partner exiting the 
cabinet. But these governments frequently re-form without an election 
being held. the new government is often a minority administration 
comprising a subset of parties from the previous cabinet. one reason for 
this is that with weakly institutionalized party systems, the parliamen-
tary opposition is incoherent, often fragmented, and incapable of acting 
as a bloc. in Poland, for example, the 2001 majority coalition of the 
democratic left alliance (sojusz lewicy demokratycznej, sld) and 
the Peasant Party (Polskie stronnictwo ludowe, psl) governed until 
2003, when the psl was expelled. subsequently, due to the weakness of 
the opposition, an sld minority government managed to stay in power 
until the next election.58 thus, i expect the role of incumbency in new 
democracies to be dynamic. if the formation opportunity occurs fol-
lowing an election, incumbency will be a disadvantage. if the formation 
opportunity occurs during a parliamentary term, incumbency will be an 
advantage.

Former dominant parties

in many new democracies, the authoritarian party that formerly ruled 
persists as a relevant political actor. these reinvented former dominant 
parties are often ideologically moderate, and therefore not analogous to 
the extremist or antisystem parties found in established democracies. 
But their very presence has an impact on party system institutionaliza-
tion and, in turn, on government formation.59

58 millard 2009, 119–21.
59 friedman and wong 2008; grzymala-Busse 2002; solinger 2001.
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former dominant parties affect party system institutionalization by 
influencing the stability of the politically relevant parties and the devel-
opment of regularized interactions between parties in the system. the 
former ruling party is usually the most organized and best-resourced 
party in a transitional democracy, thus it can serve as an anchor for the 
nascent party system around which other contenders can develop.60

anna grzymala-Busse offers a more nuanced view, arguing that the 
mode of a dominant party’s exit from power and its subsequent reinven-
tion are what shape institutionalization. robust competition is more 
likely to develop in situations where the former ruling party negotiated 
the transition to democracy with a recognizable opposition—such as 
in Hungary, Poland, and taiwan.61 in these cases, ceding its capacity 
to exploit state resources, the former ruling party remained unified in 
the postauthoritarian era rather than disperse into numerous other par-
ties.62 in cases where former ruling parties dominated the transition 
process and former elites fragmented into various new parties, competi-
tion for office is much less routinized.

in terms of government formation, two factors are relevant. the first 
is the extent to which other parties were tolerated under the dominant 
party’s regime.63 this affects the degree to which alternatives to the 
dominant party were already institutionalized at the onset of democ-
racy. in mexico and south Korea, for example, parties were allowed to 
compete in elections that maintained a facade of legitimacy for the re-
gime, so voters already had some familiarity with the party alternatives.64 
By contrast, in cee the party-state completely dominated political life; 
opposition organizations were not tolerated. as such, opposition par-
ties with a coherent organization were largely absent; they consisted of 
umbrella organizations of many smaller outfits. the communist parties 
in cee were so pervasive in nature that they fostered a deep distrust of 
the very notion of political parties among voters in the postcommu-
nist era. this distrust applied particularly to the former ruling parties 
despite their postauthoritarian reinventions. therefore, the establish-
ment of stable, relevant political parties has been more difficult in cee 
states.

the second factor relating to the role of former dominant parties 
is the effect they have on party competition. Party systems are more 
likely to become institutionalized where party competition is based on 

60 Hicken and martinez Kuhonta 2011.
61 grzymala-Busse 2007; wong 2008.
62 grzymala-Busse 2007.
63 Hicken and martinez Kuhonta 2011.
64 solinger 2001.
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underlying societal cleavages. in their examination of latin america, 
Kenneth roberts and erik wibbels show that where cleavages are 
fluid, electoral volatility tends to be higher.65 But former dominant par-
ties can prevent regularized party competition from developing if they 
are not regarded by other actors in the system as credible participants 
in mainstream party politics. in taiwan, for example, the former rul-
ing Kuomintang (kmt) initially responded to its removal from office 
in 2000 by attacking the new government’s managerial competence. 
But as those attacks failed, the kmt soon learned to begin competing 
with the democratic Progressive Party–led government on policy issues 
that reflected salient cleavages. this helped to routinize competition 
between parties.66

in cee, in comparison, party competition for much of the democratic 
period—particularly competition for government—was structured by 
the “regime divide” between the successors to the former ruling par-
ties and the successors to the parties that made up the opposition at 
the transition to democracy.67 the repeated recycling of old hostilities 
meant that communist successor parties struggled to become regular 
players in the coalition game, since parties in the system did not interact 
on the basis of ideological or policy congruence.

it is therefore expected that in new democracies where opposition 
parties were not tolerated under authoritarian rule and where subse-
quent party competition takes place along a regime divide rather than 
on programmatic differences between parties, coalitions that contain 
the successors to former dominant parties will be less likely to take of-
fice. However, an expectation of democratic consolidation is that party 
systems will become more institutionalized over time. if that does hap-
pen, party competition develops into contestation over policy, particu-
larly once the former dominant parties have been in government and 
are able to compete on the basis of their records.68 we would also expect 
that, as the elites who first contested the struggle for democracy leave 
the political scene and are replaced by politicians who had no first-hand 
stake in that battle, matters of policy and competence would override 
historical divisions.

does this suggest former dominant parties’ chances of forming the 
government will improve as democracy endures? it depends on the con-
duct of those parties once they are able to compete on the basis of their 

65 roberts and wibbels 1999.
66 wong 2008.
67 grzymala-Busse 2001.
68 grzymala-Busse 2001.



 part y systems in new democracies 511

records. if former dominant parties become regular players in the coali-
tion bargaining arena, they are subject to the same vagaries of politics 
as all other parties. when former ruling parties managed to gain office 
in many cee countries during the tumultuous period of early demo-
cratic and economic reform, few competed with positive records at sub-
sequent elections. that left them susceptible to challenges from new 
antiestablishment parties that emerged during the “third-generation 
elections” (the period in the late 1990s and early 2000s that began af-
ter two different ideological camps had governed in each country).69 i 
therefore hypothesize that former dominant parties will be less likely to 
form the government in the late-democratic period.70

an additional hypothesis on the role of dominant parties in the 
government formation process is drawn from the empirical literature. 
druckman and roberts have argued that when csps in cee get into 
government, they are more likely to form oversized coalitions. this al-
lows coalition partners “to distance themselves from the csp in the eyes 
of voters and thus minimize electoral punishment.” it also moderates 
any potentially extreme policies that the csp may propose.71 Preliminary 
evidence suggests that csps do tend to form oversized governments, but 
the hypothesis had not been tested in a rigorous model of government 
formation. therefore, this study tests the hypothesis that dominant 
parties are more likely to form oversized coalitions.

new parties

the accession of new parties to the party system is not unique to new 
democracies. However, the frequency and prima facie success of new 
parties in cee in particular has not been replicated in western europe.72 
as they enter parliament, new parties in any country introduce a num-
ber of potential consequences for government formation. first, they 
increase the level of complexity in coalition negotiations because the 
established actors may be unsure of their policy positions, internal orga- 
nization, and particular circumstances. simply put, they don’t know if a 
new party will be a disciplined and reliable coalition partner. further-
more, if new parties frequently enter the party system, the level of com-
plexity escalates with implications not just for government formation, 
but also for the quality of representation and policy consistency—the 
essential characteristics of a stable democracy.73

69 Pop-eleches 2010.
70 i am grateful to a World Politics reviewer for a comment that helped shape this hypothesis.
71 druckman and roberts 2007, 11.
72 tavits 2008a.
73 tavits 2008a.
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although some scholars suggest that it is relatively easy for new 
parties to break into party systems in new democracies, others demur. 
allan sikk argues that most of the volatility evident in cee party sys-
tems is a result of splits and mergers between existing parties.74 thus 
seemingly new parties may not be new at all—even if the labels have 
changed, they are composed of familiar political actors. However, the 
criteria by which new parties are identified can lead to vastly differ-
ent estimates of volatility. contrary to sikk, eleanor neff Powell and 
Joshua tucker find that the volatility caused by vote switching between 
current participants of cee party systems accounts for just 30 percent of 
overall volatility.75 similarly, margit tavits shows that the level of elec-
toral support gained by new parties is related to voters’ disappointment 
with the alternatives, which suggests that voter volatility is responsible 
for the success of new parties.76

new parties still need to compete with established contenders in the 
government formation process, so it is a stretch to claim that new parties 
hold a significant advantage over others during coalition negotiations. 
a less stringent test is to hypothesize that new parties will not be locked 
out of coalition formation, as they might be in an established democracy 
where familiar parties collude to keep new ones from gaining office.77 i 
therefore test the proposition that coalitions containing new parties will 
not be significantly less likely to take office in new democracies.

tavits also demonstrates that new parties were 2.3 times more likely 
to win seats after the third election in a given country.78 this highlights 
an interesting dynamic in cee, where in the late 1990s, party systems 
seemingly stabilized into familiar patterns of competition between cen-
ter-right and social democratic parties. this era, which approximates 
the start of the third-generation elections,79 also witnessed a deepening 
of voter disillusionment. By then, both mainstream ideological camps 
had experienced disappointing periods in government. as a result, 
voters turned away from the mainstream parties and looked toward 
antipolitical or unorthodox alternatives. grigore Pop-eleches shows 
empirically that the electoral success of new parties was significantly 
greater during this period.80 the demonstrable electoral success of new 

74 sikk 2005.
75 sikk’s criteria for identifying new and continuation parties are arguably stricter than Powell and 

tucker’s, though their criteria are more extensive. Powell and tucker 2014, 5–8; sikk 2005, 399.
76 tavits 2008a.
77 Katz and mair 1995.
78 tavits 2008a.
79 Pop-eleches 2010.
80 Pop-eleches 2010.
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parties in the late-democratic period leads us to expect that new parties 
will be more likely to enter government at this time.

empirical desiGn

assessing government formation requires an empirical design that de-
termines why one coalition is formed out of the many alternatives that 
exist in any given formation opportunity. martin and stevenson first 
solved this problem by using a conditional logit (cl) model.81 since 
then, other published studies have used the same model and data, but 
none has examined government formation in new democracies.82 this 
article presents the first examination of government formation in new 
democracies that uses the formation opportunity as the unit of analysis 
and is comparable to the leading research on established democracies.

the empirical method used in this research differs from that speci-
fied by martin and stevenson. the limitations of the cl model were 
recently discussed by glasgow and colleagues, who suggest the use of 
a mixed-effects logit (mxl) model as an alternative.83 they argue that 
an mxl model solves the problem of unobserved heterogeneity that can 
exist when contextual factors vary across formation opportunities. fur-
thermore, the independence of irrelevant alternatives (iia) assumption 
upon which the cl model rests can be relaxed in an mxl model.84 this is 
crucial in the context of the research presented here, since every model 
discussed in the results section exhibited at least one iia violation when 
using the cl estimator.85

the mxl model can contain both fixed and random coefficients, so 
variables can differ across formation opportunities. this allows research-
ers to investigate contextual factors—for example, to assess whether party 
ideology matters more in some circumstances than in others. the effect 
of random coefficients in each formation opportunity can be determined 

81 martin and stevenson 2001.
82 martin and stevenson 2010; Bäck and dumont 2008; druckman, martin, and thies 2005; 

indridason 2011.
83 glasgow, golder, and golder 2012.
84 glasgow, golder, and golder 2012.
85 martin and stevenson’s modified Hausman-mcfadden test was used to assess this. the average 

p-value of the Hausman-mcfadden tests for the models in this research was above 0.90, generally an 
indicator that the iia assumption was not violated. However, as glasgow, golder, and golder 2012, 
252, remark, “[i]f any one [Hausman-mcfadden] test is significant, then this indicates that remov-
ing that choice alternative or set of choice alternatives has produced evidence of an iia violation.” 
martin and stevenson, along with chiba, have subsequently responded to this point, though they 
also acknowledge the benefits of the mixed-effects logit model. chiba, martin, and stevenson 2015. 
see the supplementary material for their article, available at http://pan.oxfordjournals.org/content 
/suppl/2014/08/20/mpu013.dc1/sm_iia.pdf.
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by adjusting the standard cl model, adding the constant nt to the vector 
of coefficients b, where t is the formation opportunity and xtj is a vector 
of independent variables associated with government j in opportunity t. 
Because nt is not observed, researchers must specify a distribution for the 
coefficients and estimate the parameters of the distribution.86 glasgow 
and colleagues specify a joint probability distribution f (n|θ) for n, which 
i follow in this article, where θ is the fixed parameters of distribution f. 87 
doing so, and integrating the augmented cl model over the distribution 
of n as weighted by f (the density function of n), gives the unconditional 
probability that government i is selected from j alternatives at formation 
opportunity t. this gives us the mxl model, in which88

 exp(xti b + xti nt)          Pti = ∫  (                             ) f (n|θ)dn.
 S J

j =1 exp(xtj b + xtj nt )

mxl models do not have a closed-form solution, so they must be esti-
mated by maximum simulated likelihood. similar to glasgow and asso-
ciates, in each of the models reported in this research the log-likelihood 
is simulated from the results of two-hundred Halton draws.89 the la-
grange multiplier test, recommended by glasgow and colleagues, was 
used to determine which variables should be entered into the models as 
random effects.90 all variables that enter the models as random coef-
ficients are identified in the tables by the presence of an accompanying 
standard deviation statistic. as each model contains slight variations 
in the variables and cases entered, the designation of fixed and random 
variables can change between models.91

data and measures

to examine government formation in new democracies, i use a new 
data set of potential governments in ten cee countries between 1990 

86 train 2003, 141.
87 glasgow, golder, and golder 2012, 253–54.
88 glasgow, golder, and golder 2012; train 2003. for a complete description of the mxl model, 

see train 2003, chap. 6). for a more extensive discussion of the mxl model’s application to government 
formation, see glasgow, golder, and golder 2012.

89 glasgow, golder, and golder 2012 suggest that mxl models should be repeated with different 
numbers of Halton draws to verify that simulation error is not affecting the results. each model was 
initially estimated using fifty Halton draws and repeated in increments of twenty-five. the results of 
all models remained similar regardless of the number of draws used.

90 glasgow, golder, and golder 2012, 255.
91 all analyses were carried out using the mixlogit package in Stata. Hole 2007.
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and 2011: Bulgaria, the czech republic, estonia, Hungary, latvia, 
lithuania, Poland, romania, slovakia, and slovenia. all ten countries 
emerged from authoritarian rule between 1989 and 1991 and are com-
parable in terms of their level of political development. all were also 
part of the 2004–7 wave of european union expansion. they are all 
parliamentary or semipresidential democracies in which the executive 
relies on the confidence of the legislature for its survival. thus, their 
institutional arrangements are broadly comparable to those of west 
european democracies used in other leading studies of government 
formation.92 However, the results are theoretically generalizable to new 
presidential democracies, as the office- and policy-seeking motiva-
tions for coalition formation remain similar to those in parliamentary 
democracies.93

the unit of analysis in this research is the formation opportunity that 
arises under the following circumstances: a change in the government’s 
party composition; a parliamentary election is held; the prime minister 
resigns for political reasons; or the cabinet resigns for any reason, in-
cluding as a result of a no confidence vote.94 using these criteria, 117 
formation opportunities were identified, amounting to 27,507 potential 
governments. the dependent variable is whether or not a potential gov-
ernment went on to form the cabinet, which is coded 1 for the coalition 
that eventually took office and 0 for all other potential governments in 
a given formation opportunity. caretaker and technocratic cabinets are 
excluded, as they are usually formed outside the parameters of normal 
competitive party politics. instances of single-party-majority govern-
ment were dropped from the data set, as coalition formation theories 
do not apply in these cases.

some models in the results section contain fewer cases due to lack of 
data. (for example, data on party ideology are not always available.) the 
final data set, which covers only coalition governments with complete 
data, contains ninety-five formation opportunities and 16,393 poten-
tial cabinets. in some models the first governments in each country are 
excluded from the data, as certain variables require information from a 
prior period of government. Because no democratically elected govern-
ment preceded the first cabinets, the effect of such variables cannot be 
assessed for those cases.

four independent variables related to party system institution-
alization are specified. two variables are used to assess incumbency 

92 for example, martin and stevenson 2001; martin and stevenson 2010.
93 cheibub, Przeworski, and saiegh 2004; foweraker 1998.
94 lijphart 1984, 267.
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disadvantage. the first is an indicator that takes a value of 1 if a poten-
tial coalition contains the party of the incumbent prime minister, and 
0 if not. governments across the democratic world are heavily identi-
fied with their prime minister,95 so it is likely that voters will attribute 
policy failure mainly to the prime minister’s party. second, i include a 
measure of the familiarity of the coalition that takes office compared 
to the previous coalition, allowing me to to assess whether the overall 
government suffers the same disadvantage as the prime minister’s party. 
this measure, labeled “similarity” in the tables, is given as:

  Sjk   F =√
  

Sk. (Sik
)

         
in this equation, j is the number of parties in the outgoing govern-

ment that are included in potential coalition k, i is the number of parties 
in the potential coalition, and S is the fractional seat share of the po-
tential coalition. this measure therefore takes into account the number 
of incumbent parties that form the potential coalition, weighted by the 
overall size of the government. to test whether the effect of incum-
bency changes depending on the timing of the formation opportunity, 
i interact both measures of incumbency with an indicator of whether or 
not the formation opportunity takes place after an election.

the effect of a former dominant party on coalition formation is as-
sessed using a binary indicator of the party’s presence in, or absence 
from, a potential coalition. to test whether the effect of former domi-
nant parties on government formation has changed over time, i interact 
the dominant party variable with another variable that takes the value of 
1 if the election is a third-generation election96 and 0 for all other elec-
tions. the third-generation elections began somewhere between 1997 
and 2002 in each country.97 finally, to assess whether dominant parties 
in cee are more likely to join oversized coalitions, i use an indicator of 
whether or not a potential coalition holds a surplus majority.98

to test the hypothesis that new parties will not be systematically 
excluded from coalition formation in new democracies, i use a dichoto-
mous indicator that takes the value of 1 if a potential coalition contains 
a party that had not sat in any previous legislature and 0 for all other 

95 Poguntke and webb 2005.
96 Pop-eleches 2010.
97 for a complete list of third-generation elections for each country, see Pop-eleches 2010, 234. 

further elections were added to this list using the criteria set out by Pop-eleches.
98 druckman and roberts 2007.
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potential coalitions. a party may have competed in previous elections, 
but it is relevant to the coalition formation game only when it succeeds 
in entering parliament. new parties were identified from a number of 
sources.99 additional parties were added to the data set using tavits’s 
definition: “a new party is one that either results from a split from an 
existing party or is genuinely new in the sense that it emerges without 
any help from members of existing parties.”100 to assess whether new 
parties have been more successful in the later years of the democratic 
period, i interact the new party variable with the indicator of third-
generation elections in cee.101

a number of the control variables included in the models are derived 
from the empirical and theoretical literature on government formation 
in established democracies. first, following the works of william riker 
and John von neumann and oskar morgenstern, i included indica-
tors of a potential coalition’s minimal winning and minority status.102 
Both theory and empirical research suggest that minimal winning gov-
ernments will be more likely to form, and minority governments will 
be less likely to take office, since a party needs to command a parlia-
mentary majority to retain its confidence. minimal winning coalitions 
also maximize the payoffs of office for members of the coalition.103 sec-
ond, it is often assumed that the largest party in the legislature will be 
a centripetal actor in coalition negotiations and thus difficult to exclude 
from the government.104 Potential coalitions containing the largest party 
should thus be more likely to take office. third, according to coalition 
theory, parties will try to maximize the individual payoffs of office by 
minimizing the number of actors with whom they must share.105 we 
might then expect that parties will seek to form smaller coalitions, so i 
include a count of the number of parties in each potential government. 
fourth, ideology is seen as central to policy-seeking accounts of gov-
ernment formation.106 Parties are usually expected to favor forming less 
ideologically diverse governments to minimize intra-coalition conflict. 
But this assumes that party systems are institutionalized and that par-
ties compete on the basis of policy or ideology. where party systems 
are not institutionalized, parties tend to have weak programmatic links 

99 sikk 2005; Hanley and sikk 2013; tavits 2008a.
100 tavits 2008a, 122.
101 tavits 2008a; Pop-eleches 2010.
102 riker 1962; von neumann and morgenstern 1953.
103 martin and stevenson 2001.
104 Peleg 1981.
105 leiserson 1968.
106 de swaan 1973; martin and stevenson 2001.



518 world politics 

with voters. they also have less incentive to compete on the basis of 
policy or underlying cleavages. in contrast, evidence has shown that in 
latin america, where party systems are weakly institutionalized, presi-
dents choose to form executive coalitions with ideologically proximate 
parties.107

in cee, the former dominant parties further complicate coalition 
bargaining based on policy-seeking motivations. although these par-
ties are usually ideologically moderate, for historical reasons other par-
ties in the system refuse to countenance them as coalition partners. 
their presence has also served to promote party competition based on 
the regime divide at the expense of competition over policy or ideol-
ogy. thus it is difficult to predict the effect of ideology on government 
formation in new democracies, although there is reason to believe that 
it will not be as salient as it is in western europe.

i measure ideological distance on the left-right scale using the rile 
variable from the manifesto data collection.108 i also include an in-
dicator of the ideologically median party in each legislature. coalition 
theory suggests that the median actor occupies a strategically important 
position in the policy bargaining space and is therefore difficult to ex-
clude from government.109

finally, i specify an indicator of whether a potential coalition is as-
sociated with a preelectoral coalition. some parties reveal prior to an 
election that they intend to work together in government. empirical 
evidence from established democracies shows that this is an important 
indicator of which government eventually takes office. But identifying 
preelectoral coalitions is not straightforward in cee. Party splits, merg-
ers, and alliances are frequent. it can also be difficult to distinguish a 
formal alliance from a mere preelectoral coalition, which is defined as a 
joint candidate list or a publicly expressed commitment to coalesce by 
two or more parties.

any potential coalition that contains a preelectoral coalition is coded 
as 1, even if it runs under a single electoral banner; all other potential 
coalitions are coded 0. this coding is less strict than martin and ste-
venson’s coding of preelectoral coalitions,110 and it allows me to assess 
whether parties gain an advantage by participating in such an arrange-
ment, even if they need to seek additional governing partners from out-
side the preelectoral coalition. to illustrate the coding of preelectoral 

107 alemán and tsebelis 2011; altman 2000.
108 volkens et al. 2013.
109 laver and schofield 1990.
110 martin and stevenson 2001.
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coalitions in this research, any potential government containing soli-
darity electoral action (akcja wyborcza Solidarność, aws) in Poland 
in 1997 would be coded 1, as aws was a preelectoral coalition of more 
than thirty parties. descriptive statistics and sources for all variables can 
be found in the appendix.

results

table 1 presents the results of three models of coalition formation in 
new democracies.111 the first model tests variables that are common in 
analyses of coalition formation in western europe. it shows that some 
of the established theories of government formation transfer well to 
new democracies. Minimal winning coalitions are more likely to take 
office. Parties prefer to form smaller coalitions, thus maximizing the 
payoffs of office for all participants, as indicated by the number of parties 
variable. the winning coalition is also likely to contain the largest party 
in the legislature, which is commensurate with some of the literature 
on new democracies.112

 the ideological variables provide interesting results that contrast 
with research on western europe and new democracies in latin amer-
ica. first, the ideological diversity of the potential coalition does not 
have a significant effect on government formation in cee. coalitions in 
western europe tend to have convergent policy preferences,113 but in 
cee the development of programmatic competition has been impeded 
by weak party system institutionalization. furthermore, cee actors in 
the coalition formation process base their decisions on considerations 
other than policy and ideology. this is explained by contestation that 
was structured by historical enmities between the former ruling party 
and the democratic opposition, combined with restrictions on policy 
competition that the eu accession process enforced on political parties 
in cee.114

second, coalitions containing the median party are significantly more 
likely to take office in cee. although theory indicates that this should be 
the case,115 empirical evidence from western europe is mixed.116 one 

111 as a test of robustness, all models were also estimated using conditional logistic regression. the 
results are substantially the same, with minor variations. However, all these models failed at least one 
iia test. according to glasgow, golder, and golder 2011, this is enough to question the appropri-
ateness of the cl model. the results are available in the supplementary material accompanying this 
article. savage 2016.

112 döring and Hellström 2013.
113 martin and stevenson 2001; martin and stevenson 2010.
114 innes 2002.
115 laver and schofield 1990.
116 martin and stevenson 2001; martin and stevenson 2010.
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potential explanation for this finding is that party alliances are less en-
trenched in cee than in western europe. indeed, party systems in cee 
have been so unstable that the median party in one legislature may 
not return to parliament following the next election. when this hap-
pens, the median party will have more freedom to negotiate and form 
coalitions with a wider range of parties than it would if it were part 
of a familiar bloc, as is common in western europe. once parties are 
established in a familiar bloc it becomes more difficult to defect from 
that bloc and retain credibility as a prospective governing partner.117 in 
cee, a median party can retain its strategically advantageous position in 
the bargaining space and is not encumbered by entrenched cross-party 
loyalties.

the variables derived from existing scholarship provide valuable ex-
planations of coalition formation in cee. But they also point to impor-
tant differences, which indicates that the distinctive context of new 
democracies is a factor in coalition formation. the second and third 
models in table 1 explore the effect of the variables relating to the 
institutionalization of party systems. model 2 contains the indicators 
of dominant parties and incumbency; the new party variable is added 
in model 3. the ex-dominant party present variable is negative and sig-
nificant in both model 2 and model 3, indicating that coalitions con-
taining a csp are much less likely to take office than other potential 
governments. this result may be superficially surprising, given that 
former dominant parties in Bulgaria, Hungary, lithuania, and Poland 
all formed governments within the first few years of the transition to 
democracy. However, this initial success only laid the foundations for 
the parties’ failure, as discussed in the next section.

model 2 demonstrates that former dominant parties can alter the 
dynamics of coalition formation. csps, with one or two exceptions, lie 
to the moderate left of the ideological spectrum. But their historical 
roots can make these parties pariahs for other parties in the coalition-
bargaining arena, which rules out some potential coalitions a priori, and 
can also lead to distortions in government formation. Parties refusing 
to cooperate with csps may seek to form coalitions with ideologically 
distant parties not tainted by the associations attached to former domi-
nant parties.

in 1997, for example, Poland’s freedom union (unia demokratycz- 
na, uw) formed a government with aws. the ideological distance be-
tween these parties, according to the manifesto Project’s left-right 

117 tavits 2008b.
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scale, was 19.01 points. the former dominant party, the sld, was more 
ideologically compatible with the uw, lying just 1.71 points away from 
it on the left-right scale. But the uw’s roots in the democratic opposi-
tion movement precluded cooperation with the former ruling party. it 
is important to note that, as the regime divide structures contestation, 
the presence of csps undermines the development of party competition 
based on substantive policy issues, at least in the first decade or so after 
democratization.

figure 1 shows the effect of former dominant parties on coalition 
formation across the region. in every country, potential coalitions con-
taining a former dominant party have a lower probability of taking of-
fice. the effect of csp presence in a coalition is particularly stark in the 
czech republic and Poland. in those countries, democratic opposition 
movements had a better organizational form that naturally morphed 
into political parties antagonistic toward the former dominant party in 
the postcommunist period. the Polish csp, the sld, never shook off its 
associations with the prior regime. it struggled to build alliances with 
other parties in the system besides the psl, a satellite of the former rul-
ing communist Party. the czech csp, the ksčm (Komunistická strana 
Čech a moravy), has suffered from its adherence to a far-left ideology 
for much of the democratic period. this position kept it outside main-
stream party politics, even though it has accrued more than 10 percent 
of the vote in every election since 1992 and has been represented in 
every legislature from that date.

other csps in the region have periodically managed to build alli-
ances with other parties. for example, the social democrats in slove-
nia have formed coalition governments with the mainstream liberal 
democrats. the slovenian successor party’s relative success is rooted in 
the predemocratic era. the last government formed by the league of 
communists of slovenia (zveza komunistov slovenije, zks) was not 
seen as unpopular or corrupt, unlike many of the region’s other com-
munist governments.118 reformist elements within the zks were instru-
mental in the transition to democracy, having gained predominance over 
the conservatives within the party in the mid-1980s.119 furthermore, 
the zks earned credibility from its opposition to the yugoslav commu-
nist Party, which sought to tighten Belgrade’s control over the yugoslav 
federal state.120 this gave the slovene transition from authoritarian rule 

118 Bebler 2002.
119 Jou 2011.
120 Jou 2011.
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a distinct national separatist character rather than one of communists 
against democratic reformers. as such, the regime divide was less sa-
lient in slovenia in the posttransition period.

for romania, figure 1 shows that coalitions containing the former 
dominant party are almost as likely to take office as any other potential 
government. grzymala-Busse argues that the successor party’s domi-
nation of the transition process in romania allowed it to oversee the 
creation of formal and informal institutions that disadvantaged opposi-
tion parties. the former dominant party was favored by the establish-
ment of a strong presidency, by restricting state funding to parties that 
gained at least 5 percent of the vote, and by the use of state media to 
marginalize opposition. these moves also limited the development of 
strong alternatives, allowing the romanian successor party to dominate 
until 1996.121 since then, it has remained one of the two leading parties 
in parliament.

Based on previous literature, we would expect the role of incum-
bency in new democracies to be dynamic: a disadvantage in postelection 

121 grzymala-Busse 2007.
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bargaining situations, but an advantage in midterm formation opportu-
nities, when incumbents benefit from an incoherent opposition that re-
sults from weakly institutionalized party systems. the results in models 
2 and 3 of  table 1 indicate that incumbency is actually an overall ad-
vantage. coalitions containing the party of the incumbent prime minister 
are not significantly less likely to take office, while coalitions that more 
closely resemble the incumbent cabinet, as indicated by the similarity 
variable, are more likely to form the government.

the coefficient and standard deviation of the similarity variable in 
model 3 indicate that there is heterogeneity between formation op-
portunities. coalitions that more closely resemble the incumbents are 
advantaged 71 percent of the time, but disadvantaged in 29 percent 
of formation opportunities.122 the literature suggests that this result 
should not be surprising, but research also shows that governing parties 
tend to fare poorly in subsequent elections as voters punish them for 
poor performance.123

How can this result be interpreted, then? one answer is that the 
instability of governments in cee has an effect in tandem with the in-
choate pattern of party interactions. it is well documented that cee 
governments are more likely to collapse midterm than west european 
cabinets.124 this technically results in a new formation opportunity, but 
often members of the previous government return to office—albeit in a 
slightly reconfigured formula. in slovakia, for example, after the four-
party coalition led by mikuáš dzurinda beginning in 2002 broke down 
in 2005, it was subsequently returned to office as a three-party minority 
administration, as the parliamentary opposition failed to form a viable 
alternative government. it is therefore likely that the effect of incum-
bency differs for governments formed after an election compared to 
those formed midterm. this is explored in the next section.

model 3 also shows that potential coalitions containing a new party 
are less likely to take office, but the coefficient is insignificant. the fact 
that new parties have no significant effect on the composition of the 
government is important, especially since the cee party landscape is 
generally seen as one in which short-term success is easily attained. But 
it also indicates that established parties have not managed to close off 

122 this figure is obtained by dividing the coefficient by its standard deviation and multiplying the 
result by the cumulative normal distribution.

123 roberts 2008.
124 somer-topcu and williams 2008.
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new parties’ access to government, as one might expect in a fully institu-
tionalized party system.

overall, the variables relating to weak party system institutionaliza-
tion improve our understanding of coalition formation in new democ-
racies. figure 2 shows the average gain or loss in predicted probability 
that is achieved when these variables are included in the model, com-
pared to the predicted probability of coalition formation obtained from 
a model containing only variables from established research (table 1, 
model 1). in every country except romania, the variables related to 
party-system institutionalization improve the predicted probability of 
the coalition that eventually took office. the effect is greatest in Po-
land and the czech republic. these results demonstrate that existing 
models can take us only so far in understanding government formation 
in new democracies. to gain a more complete explanation, we must 
consider the factors that distinguish new democracies from established 
democracies.

FiGure 2

averaGe cHanGe in predicted probability oF coalition  
Formation beFore and aFter inclusion oF party system 

institutionalization variables

       –.02                      0                     .02                     .04                    .06                    .08
gain/loss in Predicted Probability

Poland

czech rep.

lithuania

estonia

Hungary

Bulgaria

latvia

slovenia

slovakia

romania



526 world politics 

interaction models

to further explore the effect of party system institutionalization on 
coalition formation, i specified a number of models including interac-
tion terms so i could examine conditional effects.125 i hypothesized that 
coalitions containing former dominant parties would be less likely to 
take office following the onset of the third-generation elections in cee. 
the results of model 4 in table 2 support this hypothesis. this model 
provides information about both the development of party competition 
and government formation in cee. it had been expected that over time, 
generational replacement among politicians and the electorate would 
erode the negative connotations that accompanied csps, allowing these 
parties to become normal players in democratic politics. in such cases, 
coalitions containing the former dominant parties would be no less 
likely to take office than coalitions containing any other party.126

 instead, csps seem to have been punished more severely over time 
for failing to fulfill policy expectations and for engaging in exploitative 
or clientelist practices while in office. Prior research indicated that csps 
would be more likely to form oversized coalitions, as governing partners 
sought to insulate themselves against any reputational damage caused 
by allying with a csp.127 although model 5 indicates that csps have been 
more likely to form oversized coalitions, this finding is not significant 
and the hypothesis is therefore rejected.

incumbency also has a conditional effect. models 6 and 7 show that 
incumbency is a disadvantage for any government that forms after an 
election. these results reinforce previous findings on electoral outcomes 
that incumbent parties are routinely punished at the polls by voters, ei-
ther for their failure to fulfill policy goals or for their participation (per-
ceived or real) in corrupt activities.128 in 2010, the Hungarian socialist 
Party saw its vote share drop to 19 percent from a high of 43 percent 
in 2006. the decline came after Prime minister ferenc gyurcsány’s 
confidential speech to his party, in which he stated that the government 
had achieved nothing and had lied to voters for two years, was leaked. 

125 Period effects cannot be directly included in mxl or cl models as there is no within-group 
variation. this also means that in some models in table 2, not all of the constitutive elements of the 
interaction terms can be included (Brambor, clark, and golder 2006). for instance, the variable that 
indicates whether a formation opportunity took place after an election is not included in model 7 or 
model 8. standard practice in these cases has been to specify the model excluding the invariant term. 
Bäck, debus, and dumont 2011; indridason 2011; martin and stevenson 2001. interaction terms are 
entered into each model as fixed effects.

126 grzymala-Busse 2001; ishiyama 1997.
127 druckman and roberts 2007.
128 roberts 2008.
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the sld in Poland lost 30 percent of its vote share from 2001 to 2005, 
a drop partially explained by leszek miller’s incompetent government 
leadership, but primarily due to allegations of corruption. those allega-
tions stemmed from the “rywingate” affair, in which a film producer, 
lew rywin, claiming to represent “a group holding power,” attempted 
to extract a bribe from a newspaper publisher in return for influenc-
ing the content of a media bill due to go before parliament.129 though 
government collusion was never proven, the sld was severely damaged 
by the affair. in Hungary and in Poland, the incumbents did not return 
to power.

when the timing of the formation opportunity is taken into account, 
both measures of incumbency used in this research have a significant 
negative effect on coalition formation. Potential coalitions that con-
tain the party of the prime minister and coalitions that more closely 
resemble the incumbent governments are much less likely to take office 
following an election. the effect of incumbency can be seen in figure 3, 
which illustrates the probability of a coalition taking office based on its 

129 millard 2009, 119.

table 2
mixed-eFFects loGit models oF interaction eFFects  

and coalition Formation in new democraciesa

 Coeff.    Formation Log- 
 (S.E.) Sig. Observations Opportunities Likelihood

ex-dominant party × model 4 –1.289 ** 15,439 89 –296.328
 third-generation  (0.637)  
 election
ex-dominant party × model 5 –0.401  15,439 89 –298.132
 oversized coalition  (0.597)    
Party of incumbent Pm × model 6 –2.443 *** 15,439 89 –293.138
 Postelection formation  (0.736)    
similarity × Postelection model 7 –3.367 *** 15,439 89 –272.152
 formation  (0.525)    
minority government × model 8 –2.929 *** 15,439 89 –285.398
 Postelection formation  (0.662)    
new party × third- model 9 0.409  15,439 89 –282.293
 generation election  (0.845)

*p<.1, **p<.05, ***p<.01
 a all models also contain the variables from table 1, model 3. for clarity, only the results of the 
interaction effects are reported in table 2. the full table is available from the author on request. the 
minority government variable is replaced in model 5 by an indicator of whether the government was 
an oversized coalition.
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similarity to the incumbent government and the timing of the forma-
tion opportunity.

the left panel in figure 3 shows that coalitions closely resembling 
the incumbent have a greater likelihood of taking office when the for-
mation opportunity occurs midterm. the fact that there are relatively 
few observations at the zero point in this panel demonstrates that 
wholesale alternation of government, in which all the incumbents are 
replaced by different parties, rarely takes place during a parliamentary 
term. By contrast, the greater number of potential coalitions at the zero 
point in the right panel demonstrates the high level of volatility of the 
incumbent party’s bargaining power in cee.

i also argue that it is typical for incumbents to return to government 
as a minority administration when the coalition terminates midterm. 
table 2’s model 8 contains an interaction term for minority coalitions 
and the timing of the formation opportunity. this variable shows that 
minority administrations are significantly less likely to gain office when 
the government is formed after an election, but more likely when the 
formation opportunity arises midterm. the fact that minority adminis-
trations are not especially disadvantaged during midterm coalition for-
mation opportunities supports the proposition that incumbents often 
return to office as minority governments when the previous administra-
tion ends prematurely.

taken together, these findings support my hypotheses on the role 
of incumbency in government formation in new democracies. High 
electoral volatility stemming from weak institutionalization gives in-
cumbents a disadvantage when bargaining takes place postelection. But 
the unstructured pattern of party interactions means that opposition 
parties are unable to act in a coherent manner to unseat incumbent 
governments when the formation opportunity takes place during a par-
liamentary term.

Prior research has found that new parties in cee became more suc-
cessful in the electoral arena in the later years of the democratic period. 
given that, we might expect new parties to have a greater probability 
of participating in government.130 model 9 indicates that potential co-
alitions containing new parties have been more likely to get into office 
following the onset of third-generation elections, but this effect is not 
statistically significant. taken with the results from table 1, it under-
mines the notion that weakly institutionalized party systems are fertile 
ground for political entrepreneurs trying to gain access to government. 

130 tavits 2008a.
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the challenge facing new parties appears to be invariant over time, even 
though the political space in many countries has opened up to allow a 
greater share of votes to go to protest or antipolitical parties.131

conclusion

this article examines the ways that weak party system institutional-
ization influences government formation in new democracies. this 
research is crucial, as the institutionalization of the party system is con-
sidered to be a key difference between new and established democra-
cies. it is also the first systematic study of government formation in 
new democracies that uses a research design comparable to the leading 
studies on established democracies.

from this work, three conclusions improve our understanding of 
government formation in general, and government formation in new 
democracies in particular. first, incumbency has a conditional effect in 

131 Pop-eleches 2010.
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new democracies. when the government formation opportunity takes 
place following an election, incumbents are significantly disadvantaged. 
this is because governing parties tend to suffer large losses in electoral 
support following a period in office due to their failure to fulfill key 
policy objectives, and in many cases to their engagement in clientelistic 
or corrupt practices. the lack of a stable core of electoral support may 
actually encourage governing parties to engage in clientelistic practices, 
since voters are less likely to be swayed by partisan or programmatic 
appeals.

in contrast, when the formation opportunity arises after the mid-
term collapse of a government, wholesale alternation of the cabinet is 
rare; incumbent parties are more likely to remain in office. weak party 
system institutionalization means that the parliamentary opposition 
frequently struggles to act coherently to offer a viable governing alter-
native. therefore, the incumbent administration can persist even if it 
falls into minority status.

in addition, former dominant parties play a significant role in coali-
tion formation. in states where opposition parties were not tolerated 
under the authoritarian regime, the onset of democracy brought a lack 
of affinity with parties in general, and with the successor to the for-
mer ruling party in particular. furthermore, where former dominant 
parties remained strong contenders in democratic politics, party sys-
tem institutionalization was undermined by the stunted development 
of programmatic competition. instead, competition became structured 
by a regime divide between the former ruling parties and their now-
fragmented opposition. thus former dominant parties are placed at a 
systematic disadvantage in the government formation process in cee as 
they struggle to interact with other parties based on programmatic con-
gruence. this disadvantage has been compounded over time, since the 
former dominant parties also suffer from the vagaries of incumbency. 
as a result, former dominant parties are even less likely to take office as 
democracy progresses.

this study demonstrates that new parties have little impact on the 
government formation process. given the weak institutionalization of 
party systems in new democracies, one could expect new parties to suc-
ceed fairly easily and rapidly. However, the results of this research show 
that potential coalitions containing new parties are less likely to take 
office, and that this effect has not changed over time, despite the greater 
proclivity of cee electorates to vote against more established parties. 
the results are statistically insignificant.
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overall, these findings support the argument that party system insti-
tutionalization influences government formation. crucially, the weak-
ness of party system institutionalization that results in the instability 
of relevant political parties in new democracies means that some vari-
ables produce different explanations of government formation in these 
countries compared to established democracies. furthermore, distinct 
variables that relate specifically to weak party system institutionaliza-
tion must also be considered when examining government formation 
in new democracies. the evidence presented in this paper suggests that 
analyses of government formation can be improved by considering the 
stability and routinization of institutions and political practices.

appendix

descriptive statistics oF variables in tHe analysis a

 Obs. Mean Std. Dev. Min. Max. 

minimal winning coalition b 16,393   0.09   0.28 0 1 
minority government b 16,393   0.51   0.50 0 1 
largest party b 16,393   0.50   0.50 0 1 
number of parties b 16,393   4.51   1.82 1 11 
 in government  
Preelectoral coalition present c 16,393   0.66   0.48 0 1 
median party d 16,393   0.50   0.50 0 1 
ideological diversity d 16,393 39.67 22.37 0 97.86 
dominant party present e 16,393   0.45   0.50 0 1 
Party of incumbent Pm f 15,439   0.32   0.47 0 1 
similarity (standardized) f 15,439   0.28   0.96 –1.27 2.45 
new party present g 15,439   0.64   0.48 0 1 

a descriptive statistics are provided for the estimation sample.
b author’s calculations based on data from european representative democracy data archive (an- 

dersson, Bergman, and ersson 2014), European Journal of Political Research annual yearbooks, and the 
conrad and golder 2010 data set on government duration in cee.

c author’s calculations and ibenskas 2015 and chiru 2014.
d volkens et al. 2015.
e tzelgov 2011.
f author’s calculations.
g author’s calculations and tavits 2008a, sikk 2005, and Hanley and sikk 2013.

supplementary material

supplementary material for this article can be found at http://dx.doi.org/10.1017 
/s0043887115000477.
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