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the various government departments. Legislative 
responsibility means that a legislative majority has the 
constitutional power to remove the government from 
office without cause. In those democracies that are char-
acterized by legislative responsibility, the mechanism 
that the legislature can initiate to remove a government is called the vote of no confidence. 
Basically, a vote of no confidence involves a vote in the legislature on whether the govern-
ment should remain in office. If a majority of legislators vote against the government, then 
the government must resign.2

Some countries, such as Belgium, Germany, Israel, and Spain, adopt a slightly different 
version of this procedure called a constructive vote of no confidence. A constructive vote of 
no confidence requires that those who oppose the government also indicate who should 
replace the government if the incumbent loses. In effect, a successful constructive vote of no 
confidence removes one government from office and replaces it with another in a single step. 
One of the reasons for adopting a constructive vote of no confidence is that it tends to reduce 
government instability. As you can imagine, it is often easier to get people to vote against a 
government than it is to get them to agree on who should replace it. During the interwar 
period in Weimar Germany, it was relatively easy to build legislative majorities who opposed 
the incumbent government. It was extremely difficult, however, to construct and maintain 
majorities in favor of a particular alternative. As a result, governments tended to be extremely 
short-lived. It was in response to this that the postwar German constitution adopted the 

2. Germany represents a slight exception. Article 81 of the German constitution allows a government that has lost a vote of 
no confidence in the lower house (Bundestag) to retain power for six months if it continues to enjoy the support of a major-
ity in the upper house (Bundesrat).

Legislative responsibility refers to a situation in 
which a legislative majority has the constitutional 
power—a vote of no confidence—to remove a 
government from office without cause.
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