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line allow us to determine the conditions under which electoral thresholds have a
statistically significant effect on the likelihood of pre-electoral coalition formation.33 The
marginal effect is statistically significant whenever the upper and lower bounds of the
confidence interval are both above (or below) the zero line. Figure 1 clearly indicates that
more disproportional electoral systems increase the probability of electoral coalition
formation at all levels of party system polarization. Figure 1 also indicates that this positive
effect increases with party system polarization. Overall, Hypothesis 5 is strongly confirmed
by the evidence.

Hypothesis 4 states that party system polarization should only increase the likelihood
of pre-electoral coalitions when the electoral system is sufficiently disproportional. In
Figure 2, I plot the marginal effect of a one unit increase in party system polarization across
the observed range of electoral system disproportionality when all other variables are held
at their means. Again, the solid black line indicates how this marginal effect changes with
the electoral threshold when all other variables are set at their means. The dashed lines
continue to represent 95 per cent confidence intervals. Figure 2 indicates that party system
polarization only makes pre-electoral coalitions more likely when the electoral threshold
is greater than twenty-seven. To get a better feel for the substantive significance of this
result, it should be noted that 11.3 per cent of the sample has an electoral threshold greater

Fig. 2. Marginal effect of a one unit increase in party system polarization on the probability of electoral coalition
formation

33 Confidence intervals are based on simulations using 10,000 draws from the estimated coefficient vector and
variance–covariance matrix.
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than this. In other words, an increase in party system polarization is expected to increase
the probability of pre-electoral coalition formation in roughly a tenth of the observed cases.
In sum, Figure 2 provides strong support for Hypothesis 4.

Hypothesis 3 states that an increase in the asymmetric distribution of electoral strength
among coalition partners should reduce the likelihood of electoral coalition formation
when the potential coalition size is sufficiently large. As a result, I plot the marginal effect
of a 0.01 unit increase in electoral coalition asymmetry across the possible range of
coalition size in Figure 3. Again, all other variables are held at their means. It is easy to
see that Asymmetry only makes electoral coalition formation less likely when the potential
coalition size is greater than 11 per cent of the legislative seats. This is exactly as predicted
and is substantively significant since potential coalition size is greater than 11 in 84.4
per cent of the sample observations. Thus, Figure 3 provides strong support for
Hypothesis 3.

Fig. 3. Marginal effect of a 0.01 unit increase in asymmetry on the probability of electoral coalition formation

Hypothesis 2 states that pre-electoral coalition formation should be a quadratic function
of expected coalition size – the likelihood that a pre-electoral coalition forms should
initially rise with expected coalition size and then fall. In Figure 4, I plot the marginal effect
of a one unit increase in expected coalition size at all possible values of coalition size when
Asymmetry is one standard deviation below its mean (Figure 4a), when Asymmetry is at
its mean (Figure 4b), and when Asymmetry is one standard deviation above its mean (Figure
4c). Consider Figure 4a first. If the potential coalition is expected to win less than 34 per
cent of the seats, then increasing the coalition size makes electoral coalitions more likely.
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Fig. 4. Marginal effect of a one unit increase in expected coalition size on the probability electoral coalition
formation
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Over 47 per cent of the sample falls into this category. However, if the potential coalition
is expected to win more than 44 per cent of the seats, then increasing the coalition size
any more is expected to make electoral coalitions less likely. Roughly 41 per cent of the
potential coalition dyads expect to win more seats than this. Thus, Figure 4a provides strong
evidence that an increase in coalition size will make electoral coalitions less likely when
the expected size of the coalition is large, but more likely when the expected size is small.
While Figures 4b and 4c provide corroborating evidence for this, they also allow the reader
to see how increasing the asymmetry between coalition parties conditions the effect of an
increase in coalition size. Note that as we increase Asymmetry (move from 4a to 4b to 4c),
the coalition size at which making the coalition any larger would reduce the probability
of electoral coalition formation falls. For example, I already noted that if Asymmetry is one
standard deviation below its mean, then increasing coalition size makes pre-electoral
coalitions less likely when the coalition is expected to win more than 44 per cent of the
seats. However, the point at which an increase in coalition size is expected to make electoral
coalitions less likely is at 31 per cent of the seats if Asymmetry is one standard deviation
above its mean. Overall, the evidence presented in Figure 4 provides strong support for
both Hypothesis 2 and Hypothesis 3.

Thus far, I have shown that the explanatory variables affect the probability of electoral
coalition formation in the predicted manner. However, it is natural to ask whether these
effects are substantively significant.34 How much more likely is a pre-electoral coalition
to form if I increase one of the variables by a standard deviation? How many more
(or fewer) pre-electoral coalitions would be observed in a sample of this size if one of
the variables increased by a standard deviation? This information is presented in
Table 2.

The first and second columns in Table 2 indicate the predicted probability that a
pre-electoral coalition forms when the row variable is at its mean or one standard deviation
higher, respectively, while all of the variables are held at their means (unless otherwise
specified). Thus, the predicted probability that a coalition forms when all the variables are
at their means is 0.032 with a 95 per cent confidence interval (0.020, 0.049). Similarly,
the predicted probability when Electoral Threshold is at its minimum observed value and
all other variables are at their means is 0.018 (0.009, 0.030). The second column indicates
the predicted probability of pre-electoral coalition formation when the row variable
increases by one standard deviation above its mean, while all other variables are held at
their means. For instance, the predicted probability of electoral coalition formation is 0.024
(0.013, 0.039) when Ideological Incompatibility is one standard deviation above its mean
and all other variables are at their means. The third column indicates the change in predicted
probability between the first and second column. In other words, the third column captures
the effect of a one standard deviation increase in the row variable on the predicted
probability of electoral coalition formation. Thus, an increase of one standard deviation
in the electoral threshold above its mean increases the probability that an electoral coalition

34 One might also wonder about the predictive power of my analysis. As with all rare event data, the predicted
probability of a pre-electoral coalition forming is quite low (King and Zeng, ‘Explaining Rare Events in
International Relations’). However, the results from my analysis show that the mean predicted probability of an
electoral coalition forming for those dyads that actually did form an electoral coalition (0.10) is twice as large
as the mean predicted probability for those dyads that did not form a coalition (0.05). The fact that simulations
show that we can be highly confident (greater than 99 per cent) that these mean predicted probabilities are different
provides support for the predictive power of my analysis.
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TABLE 2 Substantive Effect of Explanatory Variables on Pre-Electoral Coalition
Formation

Predicted Probability

Plus 1 st. Difference in % Change in Numerical
Variable Mean dev. probability probability significance

Ideological 0.032 0.024 �0.008 �26.1 �37.3
Incompatibility (0.020, 0.049) (0.013, 0.039) (�0.015, �0.002) (�42.6, �7.8) (�67.5, �10.6)

Polarization 0.018 0.016 �0.002 91.3 �7.2
(Threshold at min) (0.009, 0.030) (0.007, 0.031) (�0.009, 0.007) (54.5, 142.0) (�40.9, �32.2)

Polarization 0.169 0.245 0.076 147.8 � 339.7
(Threshold at max) (0.101, 0.252) (0.149, 0.358) (0.003, 0.157) (101.5, 207.2) (�12.5, �698.5)

Electoral Threshold 0.031 0.047 0.016 156.6 �71.3
(Polarization at (0.014, 0.055) (0.022, 0.083) (�0.0002, 0.038) (99.5, 237.0) (�0.7, �170.3)

min)

Electoral Threshold 0.044 0.137 0.092 361.0 �414.1
(Polarization at (0.011, 0.108) (0.052, 0.264) (0.031, 0.183) (169.6, 724.9) (139.5, 815.0)

max)

Asymmetry 0.009 0.008 �0.002 94.9 �2.7
(Coalition Size at (0.003, 0.019) (0.003, 0.018) (�0.005, 0.004) (55.9, 149.7) (�22.9, �17.3)

min)

Asymmetry 0.809 0.551 �0.258 �34.3 �1,152.6
(Coalition Size at (0.390, 0.992) (0.150, 0.911) (�0.419, �0.076) (�64.9, �7.8) (�1,866.7, �338.5)

max)

Notes: The first and second columns present the predicted probability of a pre-electoral
coalition forming when the row variable is either at its mean or one standard deviation higher,
while all other variables are held at their means (unless otherwise specified). The third and
fourth columns present the difference and percentage change in the two predicted probabilities
respectively. Given a sample size of 4,460, the final column indicates how many more (or
fewer) electoral coalitions are expected to form if the row variable was one standard deviation
above its mean. All estimates have 95 per cent confidence intervals in parentheses. Confidence
intervals were calculated via simulation.

forms by 0.092 (0.031, 0.183) when Polarization is at its maximum observed value and
the other variables are at their means.

The fourth and fifth columns provide perhaps the most substantively interesting
information. The fourth column indicates the percentage change in predicted probability
that arises from a one standard deviation increase in the row variable. This is often referred
to as the ‘relative risk’. Thus, a one standard deviation increase in Ideological
Incompatibility above its mean reduces the probability that a pre-electoral coalition will
form by 26.1 per cent (7.8, 42.6) when all the other variables are set at their means. It should
be noted that although the predicted probabilities associated with the different scenarios
presented in Table 2 appear quite small, it is clearly the case that changes in each
explanatory variable can be of significant substantive importance. As King and Zeng note,
‘relative risks are typically considered important in rare event studies if they are at least
10–20%’ when we increase an explanatory variable from one standard deviation below
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its mean to one standard deviation above its mean.35 Note that here I am only increasing
each variable by one standard deviation above its mean and yet the best estimate as to the
relative risks is higher than 20 per cent in all cases.

Finally, the fifth column indicates how many more (or fewer) electoral coalitions there
would be in a sample of this size (4,460) if the row variable increases by one standard
deviation above its mean. This is calculated as the difference in predicted probability
multiplied by the sample size. Thus, a one standard deviation increase in Ideological
Incompatibility above its mean would lead to 37.3 (10.6, 67.5) fewer electoral coalitions
when all other variables are held at their means. If the electoral threshold increases by a
standard deviation when party system polarization is at its maximum observed value, then
we would expect to see an extra 414.1 (139.5, 815.0) electoral coalitions. Given that there
were only 237 pre-electoral coalitions in the dataset, the numbers in this column represent
substantial changes.

Taken together the results presented in Table 2 indicate that the explanatory variables
not only have a statistically significant effect on pre-electoral coalition formation but that
they have a substantively meaningful effect as well. Even a small change in the effective
electoral threshold (all else equal) can have a significant effect on the likelihood of
pre-electoral coalition formation. If all of the countries in the sample were to move from
a very low threshold of 2 per cent (Denmark in the 1970s) to a slightly higher threshold
of 8.9 per cent (Norway in the 1970s), the percentage change in predicted probabilities
would be 173 per cent, and we would see an additional 61 pre-electoral coalitions. More
dramatic changes to the electoral threshold would have even larger effects on pre-electoral
coalition formation, particularly in countries with several smaller or medium-sized parties.

CONCLUSION

Given that it is often infeasible for a single party to govern alone in parliamentary
democracies, party leaders are faced with a strategic choice. They can either form an
electoral coalition prior to the election or participate in government coalition bargaining
afterwards. Despite the fact that electoral coalitions are common in many countries, that
they often affect electoral and policy outcomes, and that they influence the ability of voters
to pick governments of their own choosing, the vast majority of the coalition literature has
ignored them. As a result, this analysis represents the first attempt systematically to analyse
the factors that influence the likelihood of electoral coalition formation in a cross-national
setting.

The implicit claim in the government coalition literature is that pre-electoral coalitions
are a simple function of electoral rules.36 For example, Strøm, Budge and Laver state that,
‘Systems not based on PR lists tend to force parties to coalesce before elections in order
to exploit electoral economies of scale. The more disproportional the electoral system, the
greater the incentives for pre-electoral alliances.’37 However, a quick glance at the data
suggests that this explanation is not especially satisfying. Pre-electoral coalitions do form
in highly proportional electoral systems. For instance, pre-electoral coalitions formed in

35 King and Zeng, ‘Explaining Rare Events in International Relations’, p. 711.
36 Kenneth Shepsle and Mark S. Bonchek, Analyzing Politics: Rationality, Behavior, and Institutions (New

York: W. W. Norton, 1997); Michael Laver and Norman Schofield, Multiparty Government: The Politics of
Coalition in Europe, 2nd edn (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1998).

37 Kaare Strøm, Ian Budge and Michael J. Laver, ‘Constraints on Cabinet Formation in Parliamentary
Democracies’, American Journal of Political Science, 38 (1994), 303–35, p. 316.
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six of the sixteen Dutch elections and in ten of the fifteen Austrian elections that occurred
between 1946 and 1998. (Of these, five Dutch and nine Austrian pre-electoral coalitions
entered government following the election.) Moreover, the focus on electoral institutions
that change relatively infrequently makes it impossible to explain the temporal variation
in electoral coalition formation that occurs within countries.

The theory presented here does not deny that electoral rules are an important determinant
of electoral coalition formation. However, it recognizes that there are costs as well as
benefits to forming a pre-electoral coalition. The emphasis on electoral institutions tends
to address the benefits that might accrue from forming an electoral coalition but ignores
the costs. Pre-electoral coalitions emerge from a bargaining process in which party leaders
must reach an agreement on how they would distribute office benefits and what type of
policies they would implement if they came to power. It is precisely because parties must
make concessions on office and policy that helps to explain why pre-electoral coalitions
often fail to form even when there are clear electoral incentives for them to do so. The
theory that I present explicitly takes account of these costs. The hypotheses that are
generated by this approach were subjected to several tests using a new dataset containing
information on potential coalition dyads in twenty industrialized parliamentary demo-
cracies from 1946 to 1998. I find that pre-electoral coalitions are more likely to form
between ideologically compatible parties. They are also more likely to form when the
expected coalition size is large, but not too large, and when the potential coalition partners
are similar in size. Finally, they are more likely to form if the party system is polarized
and the electoral institutions are disproportional.

The theory of pre-electoral coalition formation that I provide is much richer than the
implicit claims made in the government coalition literature. An advantage of this richness
is that it helps make sense of the temporal variation in electoral coalition formation that
occurs in some countries. Consider the case of France. The French Socialist party only
really overcame its reluctance to form electoral alliances with the French Communist party
(PCF) once the Communist party’s dogmatic allegiance to Stalinism had begun to wane
in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Prior to this, electoral coalitions between these parties
had been uncommon due to the traditional and deep-seated hostility on the non-Communist
left towards the PCF.38 This indicates the importance of having ideologically compatible
coalition partners to the electoral coalition formation process. Evidence from France also
highlights the important role that party system polarization can play. For example, the
mainstream right parties were much more willing to form electoral coalitions in the 1960s
and 1970s when the Communist party was the dominant party on the left compared to later
decades when the Socialist party became the main opposition party. Electoral rules cannot
explain this temporal variation in the willingness of parties to form pre-electoral coalitions
on the left or right in France since they have remained constant (with the exception of the
1986 legislative elections) across this time. The theory that I propose can.

As I suggested earlier, governments based on pre-electoral coalitions potentially offer
significant normative advantages over government coalitions that simply form after
elections. In many ways, pre-electoral coalitions offer the opportunity of combining
the best elements of the majoritarian vision of democracy with the best elements of
the proportional vision of democracy.39 For example, they offer one way to improve the

38 Tony Judt, Marxism and the French Left: Essays on Labour and Politics in France, 1830–1981 (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1986).

39 Powell, Elections as Instruments of Democracy.
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accountability, legitimacy and identifiability of coalition governments as well as giving
them a stronger mandate to govern. The analysis presented here suggests that if policy
makers wanted to do this, then one way they could increase the likelihood of electoral
coalition formation would be to make the electoral rules more disproportional. Of course,
the actual impact of doing this would vary from country to country depending on the size
and ideological polarization of the party system.

Further research on electoral coalitions is obviously necessary. For example, it would
be useful to know more about other differences between the coalitions that form prior to
elections and those that form afterwards. For instance, what systematic features of parties
or party systems account for the timing of coalition formation? Thus one direction for
future research might be to analyse the factors that would make bargains more difficult
or more costly prior to elections as opposed to afterwards. Examining how the incentives
to form pre-electoral coalitions may change in response to an electoral coalition forming
between other parties in the party system would also be a useful direction of inquiry.40

Finally, it is important to begin looking at the effects that pre-electoral coalitions may have
on various aspects of government formation, function and duration. Is it merely the case
that coalition governments based on pre-electoral coalitions are more pleasing from a
normative point of view, or are they different in other ways from governments that are
formed ‘from scratch’ after the election? The theory of pre-electoral coalition formation
presented in this article will hopefully encourage scholars to consider the link between
pre-electoral and post-electoral coalitions explicitly.

40 I thank an anonymous reviewer for raising this point.


