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The head of state, either a monarch or a president, presides over the government formation 
process, and it’s they who ultimately invests a government with the constitutional authority to 
take office.6 The extent to which the head of state actively becomes involved in the actual bar-
gaining varies from country to country. In some countries, the head of state is limited to simply 
swearing in the government proposed by the party elites. If there’s an investiture vote, the pro-
posed government must demonstrate it has a legislative majority. Once this is done, the head of 
state simply appoints the government. This government stays in power until the next election, 
until it loses a vote of no confidence, or until it resigns. In other countries, the head of state plays 
a more active role by choosing a particular politician to initiate the government formation pro-
cess. This politician is known as a formateur. It’s their job to construct a government.

In some countries, the constitution explicitly states who the formateur will be. For example, 
the Greek and Bulgarian constitutions state that the head of state must appoint the leader of 

6 Our description of the government formation process in parliamentary democracies builds on Michael Gallagher, Michael 

Laver, and Peter Mair (2006, 47–54).

Party Seats Percentage Surplus seats

RE + KE + IRL + SDE 101 100 50

RE + KE + SDE 78 77.2 27

RE + KE + IRL 82 81.2 31

RE + IRL + SDE 75 74.3 24

KE + IRL + SDE 68 67.3 17

RE + KE 59 58.4 8

RE + IRL 56 55.4 5

RE + SDE 52 51.5 1

KE + IRL 49 48.5 -2

KE + SDE 45 44.6 -6

IRL + SDE 42 41.6 -9

RE 33 32.7 -18

KE 26 25.7 -25

IRL 23 22.8 -28

SDE 19 18.8 -32

Note: “Surplus seats” indicate the number of seats controlled by each potential government that were not required for 
obtaining a legislative majority (fifty-one seats).

TABLE 11.4 ■    Potential Estonian Governments in 2011




