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Duration of Governments: Formation and Survival
The government formation process in parliamentary democracies can be quite complex. 
Even if parties agree to go into government together, they still have to haggle over who gets 
which portfolio and what the government policy should be. This bargaining process can 
sometimes last a long time. In Table 12.7, we present information about the length of time 
in days that it typically takes governments to form after an election in eleven West European 
parliamentary democracies from 1945 to 1998.

As Table 12.7 indicates, there is considerable cross-national variation in the length of time 
that it takes to form a government following an election. If a single party obtains a majority 
of the legislative seats, then it is normally understood that this party will form a cabinet on 
its own, and the only question is who from this party will get which portfolio. This explains 
why it takes only about a week (8.7 days) on average for a cabinet to form in the United 
Kingdom, because it usually has a majority party. In countries in which many parties gain 
legislative representation, it can take much longer to form a cabinet, because it is not always 
obvious which combination of parties will be able to form the government, how these parties 
will allocate portfolios among themselves, and what the coalition policy will be. For example, 
the average length of the government formation process in the Netherlands is about three 

Duration of Government Formation Process after 
Elections, 1945–1998 (Days)Table 12.7

Country Minimum Maximum Average N

Belgium  2 148 59.7 17

Denmark  0  35  9.4 22

Germany 23 73 36.4 14

Greece  3  19  7.5  8

Italy 11 126 47.3 14

Luxembourg 19  52 31.2 12

Netherlands 31 208 85.7 16

Norway  0  16  2.5 14

Spain  2  58 28.6  7

Sweden  0  25  5.7 17

United Kingdom  1  21  8.7 15

All  0 208 29.9 156

Notes: Data come from the Comparative Parliamentary Democracy (CPD) project (Müller and Strom 2000; Strom, 
Müller, and Bergman 2003) and cover governments that formed after an election between 1945 and 1998. 
Bargaining duration measures the number of days between the election and the day on which the new government 
is officially inaugurated.




