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Different Types of Government
We know that a government in a parliamentary democracy must control an implicit 
legislative majority in order to come to power and remain in office. Up to this point, we 
have assumed that governments must contain enough parties that they explicitly control 
a majority of the legislative seats. In fact, the logic presented in the previous section sug-
gests that governments should contain just enough parties to obtain this legislative 
majority and no more. It is for this reason that we have focused up to now on single-party 
majority governments and various forms of minimal winning coalitions. When we look 
around the world, however, we sometimes observe other types of government in parlia-
mentary democracies—minority governments and surplus majority governments. 
Table 12.6 provides information on 266 cabinets that formed in eleven West European 
parliamentary democracies from 1945 to 1998. Figure 12.4 illustrates the percentage of 
cabinets of each government type and the percentage of time spent under each govern-
ment type.

Country

Single 
party 

majority

Minimal 
winning 
coalition

Single  
party  

minority
Minority 
coalition

Surplus 
majority Total

Belgium 3 16 2 1 11 33

Denmark 0 4 14 13 0 31

Germany 1 17 3 0 5 26

Greece 7 1 1 0 1 10

Italy 0 3 14 9 22 48

Luxembourg 0 15 0 0 1 16

Netherlands 0 9 0 3 10 22

Norway 6 3 12 5 0 26

Spain 2 0 6 0 0 8

Sweden 2 5 17 2 0 26

United Kingdom 19 0 1 0 0 20

Total 40 73 70 33 50 266

Government Types in Western Europe, 1945–1998Table 12.6

Source: Data are from the Comparative Parliamentary Democracy (CPD) project (Müller and Strøm 2000; Strøm, 
Müller, and Bergman 2003).

Note: Data do not include caretaker or nonpartisan governments.




