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The cabinet is equivalent in many ways to a “country’s board of directors” (Gallagher, Laver, 
and Mair 2006, 40). The cabinet comprises ministers whose job it is to be in the cabinet and to 
head one of the government’s various departments, such as education, finance, foreign affairs, 
and social policy. The department of which the minister is head is often referred to as the min-
ister’s portfolio. Each minister is directly responsible to the cabinet for what happens in their 
department. If a problem arises in a particular department, the minister is supposed to be held 
responsible for it. This practice is known as the doctrine of ministerial responsibility.

As a member of the cabinet, as well as the head of a government department, a minister is 
part of a collective entity that’s responsible for making the most important decisions about the 
direction of government policy. Cabinet ministers are typically bound by the doctrine of col-
lective cabinet responsibility. This doctrine means that, while ministers may air their disagree-
ments about policy freely in cabinet meetings, once a cabinet decision has been made, each 
minister must defend the government policy in public. Cabinet ministers who feel that they 
can’t do this must resign. This notion of collective cabinet responsibility stands in stark contrast 
to the behavior and expectations about cabinet ministers in presidential democracies. This is 
because cabinet members in presidential democracies are in charge of particular policy areas but 
aren’t responsible for, or expected to influence, the overall direction of government policy; that’s 
the domain of the president and their staff.

Government Formation Process

Citizens don’t elect the prime minister or cabinet members in parliamentary democracies; they 
elect only members of the legislature. So how do governments actually form? Consider the 
results from the 2011 legislative elections in Estonia shown in Table 11.3. Can you figure out 
what government formed after these elections just by looking at the table? In other words, can 
you figure out what party or parties controlled the prime ministership and other cabinet posi-
tions? It’s not obvious, right?

When thinking about the government formation process, it’s important to remember that 
any proposed government must enjoy the “confidence” of the legislature, both to come to 
power and to stay in power. This is a defining characteristic of parliamentary democracies—
governments must always enjoy the support of a legislative majority. In some countries, a 
potential government may have to demonstrate that it has such support before it can take 

Party Seats Percentage

Reform Party (RE) 33 32.7

Centre Party (KE) 26 25.7

Pro Patria and Res Publica Union (IRL) 23 22.8

Social Democratic Party (SDE) 19 18.8

Total 101 100

Source: Data are from Sikk (2012).

TABLE 11.3 ■    Estonian Legislative Elections in 2011




