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A Simple Model of Government Formation
Now that we know more details about the government formation process in parliamentary 
democracies, we can return to our West German example from 1987. All of the potential 
governments were listed in Table 12.4. Given what you now know about the government 
formation process, ask yourself whether all of these governments are equally plausible. Who 
is likely to be the formateur? Helmut Kohl, the leader of the Christian Democrats (CDU/
CSU), was appointed formateur as he controlled the largest party in the Bundestag. If you 
were Helmut Kohl, would you form a government that did not include your own party? The 
obvious answer is no. As a result, we can immediately eliminate those potential governments 
in Table 12.4 that do not include the CDU/CSU.

Now ask yourself whether any of the remaining potential governments are more plausible 
than others. The fact that a government must have the support of a legislative majority in 
order to come to power suggests that the government formation process may be easier if the 
proposed government actually controls a majority of legislative seats. As a result, you might 
think to eliminate those potential governments that do not have a positive number of surplus 
seats, that is, those governments that do not control a legislative majority.11 Table 12.5 lists 
the remaining potential governments. Which of the seven remaining possibilities do you 
think is most likely to become the government? To answer this question, you should start to 
think about the goals of the political actors engaged in the government formation process. 
What do they want?

We can think about two types of politicians: those who are “office seeking” and those who 
are “policy seeking.” When forming a government, an office-seeking politician will want to 
secure as many ministerial portfolios as he can. After the position of prime minister, cabinet 
positions represent the highest political posts in a parliamentary democracy. In effect, 

11. As we’ll see shortly, governments that do not explicitly control a legislative majority do sometimes come to power. You 
should start to think about how and why this might happen.

Potential Majority West German Governments 
Containing the CSU/CDU in 1987Table 12.5

Party Seats Percentage Surplus seats

CDU/CSU + SPD + Greens + FDP 497 100 248

CDU/CSU + SPD + Greens 451 90.7 202

CDU/CSU + SPD + FDP 455 91.5 206

CDU/CSU + FDP + Greens 311 62.6 62

CDU/CSU + SPD 409 82.2 160

CDU/CSU + FDP 269 54.1 20

CDU/CSU + Greens 265 53.3 16




