Universiteit

W4 Leiden
The Netherlands

Coalition government, frustrated majorities, and minority rule
Willumsen, D.M.; Otjes S.P.

Citation
Willumsen, D. M. (2024). Coalition government, frustrated majorities, and minority rule.
Party Politics. doi:10.1177/13540688241248008

Version: Publisher's Version
License: Creative Commons CC BY-NC 4.0 license
Downloaded from: https://hdl.handle.net/1887/4210541

Note: To cite this publication please use the final published version (if applicable).


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://hdl.handle.net/1887/4210541

W) Check for updates

PartyPolitics

Research Note

Party Politics
2024, Vol. 0(0) 1-8

Coalition government, frustrated © The Autnor(s) 2024

o L L L o —@
majorities, and minority rule Artice reuse gidelnes:

sagepub.com/journals-permissions
DOI: 10.1177/13540688241248008
journals.sagepub.com/home/ppq

. . S Sage
David M Willumsen

University of Innsbruck, Austria

Simon Otjes
Leiden University, Netherlands

Abstract

Responsiveness to voters is key for democratic rule, yet often fails to occur. We argue that coalition government adds an
additional hurdle to responsiveness. Multi-issue policy log-rolls between coalition parties in coalition agreement nego-
tiations, none of which are individually supported by a parliamentary majority, can lead to policy change opposed by a
majority, that is: Minority rule. Similarly, coalition agreements can block policy change supported by a parliamentary
majority through a veto by one of the government parties, frustrating majority rule. Drawing on data from the Netherlands
Bureau of Economic Analysis, we assess how often coalition agreements include policies supported by less than a par-
liamentary majority, and how often they exclude policies supported by parliamentary majorities. We show that two-thirds
of policies included in coalition agreements are not supported by a floor majority, and that 30% of policies supported by a
floor majority fail to be included in a coalition agreement.
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Introduction (Dahl 1989). Majoritarian electoral systems can lead to
violations of this rule, as a party supported only by a mi-
nority of voters often controls a parliamentary majority
(Gallagher and Mitchell 2005). Coalition government,
a common feature of polities with proportional represen-
tation, can violate this rule even when the legislature ac-
curately represents the overall distribution of voters’
preferences. Coalition government can frustrate majority
rule when policy changes supported by a minority become
law and through decisions not to pursue majority-supported
policies. It thus poses a substantial challenge to democratic
responsiveness.

How often such a lack of a responsiveness of the gov-
emnment to the legislative majority occurs is, however,
unknown. While Stecker (2020) observes examples of this,

The 2007 Dutch coalition agreement included the intro-
duction of a sizable healthcare insurance deductible. This
became government policy despite only a single party,
which got just three percent of the votes, including it in its
manifesto. During the same term, parties holding a majority
of seats in parliament favoured abolishing the mortgage
interest tax deduction, yet plans for its abolition were
conspicuously missing from the coalition agreement and the
deduction remained part of the tax code.

Why would the governing parties choose to prevent
majority-supported policies from becoming law, while at the
same time passing policies most of them do not favour? In
both cases, such behaviour was driven by the dynamics of
coalition government: Parties negotiate coalition agree-
ments which set out the policies that the government will
pursue, and which it won’t. In the case above, the Christian
Democrats were able to veto a majority-supported tax in-  Paper submitted 18 September 2023; accepted for publication 3 April 2024
crease they opposed, while the ChristianUnion was able to .
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a systematic exploration of its frequency is missing. We
quantify how often coalition government frustrates majority
rule, drawing on a dataset covering all policy proposals with
budgetary implications made by Dutch governing parties in
their election manifestos over five terms, and link these to
the policies included in subsequent coalition agreements.
We show that minority policymaking is commonplace
under coalition government. The number of policies in-
cluded in a coalition agreement which fail to command
majority support is substantially larger than the number of
policies included that are supported by a parliamentary
majority. At the same time, over 30% of proposals with
majority support are not included in a coalition agreement.

Democracy and majority rule

Majority rule is an nigh universally accepted decision-
making rule in democracies (Cohen 1971): When decid-
ing between two alternatives, the alternative that is preferred
by more than half of the participants should be selected. The
assumption that the majority should rule is often implicit in
democratic theories. Dahl (1956) traces this notion back to
Aristotle, Locke and Jefferson. The latter wrote that “the lex
majoris partis is the fundamental law of every society of
individuals of equal rights; to consider the will of the society
enounced by the majority of a single vote as sacred as if
unanimous” (Jefferson 1817).

Egalitarian theory is a prominent justification of ma-
joritarianism. The voice of each citizen is of equal value
(Christiano 2008; Dahl 1956; Waldron 1999). In the lan-
guage of social choice theory, the majority rule is anony-
mous, that is, it does not privilege some citizens above
others (Dahl 1989; May 1952). Jones (1983) argues that “To
allow the will of the minority to prevail would be to give
greater weight to the vote of each member of the minority
than to the vote of each member of the majority, thus vi-
olating political equality.” Moreover, it does not require that
anyone’s opinion is played down in order to reach con-
sensus (Waldron 1999). A more inclusive decision-making
rule may afford more protection to minorities, but at the cost
of the ability of the group to reach positive decisions (Cohen
1971), a key advantage of majoritarianism, since this
maximises responsiveness (Saffon and Urbinati 2013)."'

In the daily practice of politics, popular majority rule has
been replaced by rule by a majority of the people’s elected
representatives. The role of legislatures in democracies,
however, is not strongly theorized. Waldron (1999) derives
the justification for majoritarianism in elected legislatures
from the egalitarian perspective, with the logic that the equal
respect afforded to citizens can be transferred to equal re-
spect for their representatives.

This theory of party-based representative democracy is
perhaps stated most clearly in the report of the APSA
Committee on Political Parties (1950). Its goal is to

ensure that government policy reflects the preferences of the
electoral majority (Schmitt and Thomassen 1999). For this
the political system and its actors must meet several criteria:
firstly, parties have to offer different policy alternatives in
elections. Secondly, voters must vote for the party that is
closest to them on every issue (or in a single dimensional
issue space). Thirdly, parties must implement their policy
programs in office.

In the legislature, if the distribution of seats reflects the
distribution of preferences among the voters, the floor
median will reflect the majority preference of the pop-
ulation. A spatial model of legislative policy-making with a
single-dimensional policy space, open rule, and single-shot
decision-making predicts that the position of the median
legislator will be the policy outcome, as that position cannot
be beaten by another policy in a majority vote (Black 1948),
meaning that under these circumstances a popular majority
prevails in the legislative process. Taking decisions using
the issue-by-issue median allows for both popular control
and political equality, making it a uniquely fair collective
choice rule in a democracy (Ward and Weale 2010).

A weakness of the “APSA’ model is the fact that ma-
joritarian electoral systems can give parties supported by a
minority of voters a majority of seats (Gallagher and
Mitchell 2005). This is particularly concerning if parties
fail to converge on the position of the median voter (Powell
2000). But even if the ruling majority is supported by a
majority of voters, Rae and Daudt (1976) identify another
weakness: the positions endorsed by a parliamentary ma-
jority may reflect the preferences of a minority of voters if
parties offer package deals of policies to voters and the
political space is multidimensional (the so-called “Os-
trogorski paradox”). The multidimensionality of voter
preferences is seen as the key weakness of democratic
majoritarianism (Dahl 1956; Kirkpatrick 1971; Thomassen
1994).

In the following, we propose an additional empirical
concern regarding the practice of majority rule in party-
dominated parliaments, even when these accurately mirror
the voters’ preferences: coalition agreements.

Coalition agreements and majority
decision-making

Even in the unlikely case that the policy space is unidi-
mensional, that all voters turn out and vote for the party
closest to them, and their votes are proportionally repre-
sented in parliament, the implementation of the preferences
of the majority of the people in a representative system is not
assured. Policymaking in parliamentary regimes with co-
alition governments is not predominantly driven by the
floor, but rather by the government coalition. The actual
decisions are made during coalition bargaining, where
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coalition parties agree on a package deal, including
agreements not to pursue specific policies (Timmermans
and Andeweg 2000).

Since every party in a minimum-winning coalition
government can veto policy changes (Tsebelis 2002), in
particular at the coalition agreement negotiation stage, a
policy change favoured by a majority of the legislature may
fail to end up in the coalition agreement. In this case, we
would observe a frustrated majority, that is, a parliamentary
majority which is unable to prevail even under majority rule.

However, if all the coalition parties vetoed all policy
changes that they disagreed with, the legislative agenda of a
government grinds to a halt. Alternatively, coalition parties
may engage in policy log-rolls, where policies favoured by
some of the coalition parties are accepted by the others, in
return for similar support for policies which in turn only
these other parties favour. As Nagel (2012) notes “the fa-
cade of majority government too often conceals a logrolled
reality of minority rule over specific policies”. Partly, this is
driven by the threat of a different coalition forming, ex-
cluding a party which is unwilling to accept “the im-
plementation of a distasteful measure” (McGann 2006,
450). Thus, policies without majority support in the leg-
islature can nonetheless become law, leading to
minority rule.

Kliver and Back (2019) find that the more a party
prioritizes an issue the more likely that they will get what
they want out of the coalition negotiation. While reasonable
from the perspective of negotiation theory, this is norma-
tively problematic: As nearly all policies have budgetary
implications, if parties with intensive beliefs on a topic, but
representing a minority of voters, obtain their desired policy,
this means that everyone else pays for them getting their
way. Moreover, if parties and voters feel differently about
which issues matter to them, these negotiation solutions
may exacerbate the Ostrogorski Paradox.

Majorities can be formed at different stages: In elections
(by both single parties and electoral alliances), when coa-
lition cabinets form, or for individual laws. Different in-
stitutional setups make these outcomes more or less likely,
and come with different trade-offs from the perspective of
democratic responsiveness (Ganghof 2015): In particular,
failures of majority rule are more likely to occur at the
electoral stage under majoritarian electoral systems,
whereas proportional electoral systems may fail at the law-
making stage.

Data and case

Systematically observing all policy change in a country is
difficult. Given the key role in coalition governance of
coalition agreements (which are essentially long-term
multi-issue log-rolls), they allow for a good approxi-
mation of the policies subsequently pursued. Coalition

agreements constrain the policies pursued by govern-
ments (Goodhart 2013), their contents tend to be adopted
into law subsequently (Thomson et al., 2017), and re-
neging on an agreed policy undermines cabinet stability
(Saalfeld 2008).

While applying scaling techniques to coalition agree-
ments and manifestos allows for the comparison of a large
number of cases (Kliiver and Béck 2019), such an approach
obscures the detail and complexity of the policy positions
that parties negotiate about (Schermann and Ennser-
Jedenastik 2014). Furthermore, parties have incentives to
blur their positions in their manifestos (Rovny 2012).

An unusual feature of the Dutch political system allows
us to overcome this: Parties in the Netherlands submit
their election manifestos to the Netherlands Bureau of
Economic Analysis (Centraal Planbureau, CPB). This
estimates the budgetary impact of every policy measure
proposed therein. In order to include them in this cal-
culation, parties have to make their policy proposals
concrete. Following the government formation, the CPB
applies the same process to the coalition agreement
(Bolhuis 2018). Given the politically neutral and re-
spected role of the CPB, the budgetary impact estimates it
produces play a key role in coalition negotiations.

As the scoring of the policy proposals made in mani-
festos and coalition agreements are done in the same
manner, we can observe what each party wanted in terms of
policy change and the extent to which this was included in
the coalition agreement. Hence, we can assess the extent to
which floor majorities are frustrated and minority rule
occurs. We examine five coalition agreements: 2007, 2010,
2012, 2017, and 2022.> The Online Appendix further details
the data used and how we operationalised the data for the
analysis below.

A key question here is how to interpret silence in
manifestos. Given that there is a more-or-less fixed total
budget due to previous commitments, limits on how
much debt a country can take on and in the case of a
Eurozone state like the Netherlands, the Stability and
Growth Pact, which limits both overall debt and yearly
deficits, any proposal that costs money must be balanced
by a spending cut or a tax increase. When it comes tax
proposals that would generate revenue or budget cuts to
existing programs, silence also cannot be understood as
implicit support, as such policies often are controversial
electorally. Given that silence is thus unlikely to indicate
indifference, including a policy with minority support in
a coalition agreement implies that at least one party
supports a policy which they did not include in their
manifesto, meaning that voters who chose the party based
on the published manifesto end up providing the plenary
votes for polices which they did not support — which, as
we argue, is problematic from a majority rule, and so
democratic, perspective.
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Table 1. Policy proposals by coalition parties, 2007-2022.

A B

Proposals made by
coalition parties

Of column A: With
majority support

C D

Of column A: In
coalition agreement

Of column B: In
coalition agreement

2006 255 27% (70)
2010 342 43% (146)
2012 232 38% (88)
2017 471 24% (112)
2022 626 20% (124)
Total 1926 28% (540)

42% (108) 66% (46)
58% (198) 83% (121)
48% (112) 82% (72)
41% (192) 70% (78)
35% (217) 50% (62)

43% (827) 70% (379)

PVV counted as a coalition party in 2010-12 term.

Results

In the following section, all references to floor/plenary
majorities refers to policies which parties holding a ma-
jority of seats supported in their manifestos (i.e., sincere
support). As all governing coalitions looked at were either
majority governments or a minority government with a
formal support agreement (which combined held a majority
of seats), all policies included in the coalition agreements
can be assumed to command a majority (but only due to the
use of log-rolls). Table 1 shows number of policy proposals
made by governing parties in the five terms (column A),
broken down into what share of these policies were sin-
cerely supported by a floor majority (column B), what share
were included in a coalition agreement (column C), and
finally the share of policies in the coalition agreement which
a floor majority sincerely favoured (column D). Similar
proposals can be made by more than one party (and often
are), hence the number of proposals listed in Table 1 is
substantially greater than the number of policies which were
subsequently included in the coalition agreement.’

Column A and column B show that fewer than one in
three policies proposed in the election manifestos by parties
which subsequently entered government commanded the
support of a floor majority. Columns C and D show that
majority floor support is neither a sufficient nor a necessary
condition for being included in a coalition agreement.
Clearly, both minority rule and frustrated floor majorities
occur frequently under coalition government.

Table 2 shows the share and number of policies included
in coalition agreements with and without sincere majority
floor support. The average proposal included in a coalition
agreement is supported only by a parliamentary minority;
only 32% live up to the basic ideal of majority rule.

Table 3 shows that parliamentary majorities are reg-
ularly frustrated. Policies with a sincere floor majority in
favour are commonly excluded from a coalition agree-
ment: One such policy is excluded for every six policies
included in coalition agreements; there are almost half as
many excluded policies with a sincere majority in favour

Table 2. Policies in coalition agreements.

Plenary support Majority Minority
2007 29% (20) 71% (50)
2010 45% (51) 55% (62)
2012 51% (42) 49% (40)
2017 25% (24) 75% (73)
2022 15% (17) 85% (100)
Total 32% (154) 68% (325)

as there are policies included with majority support; of all
policies with majority support, only 70% are included.
Policies that were supported by both all negotiating parties
and a two-thirds floor majority and yet were not im-
plemented include limiting tax advantages to migrant
knowledge workers (in 2022), expanding the number of
social workplaces (in 2007) and expanding pre-primary
school education (in 2012).

Figure 1 shows the number of parliamentary seats held
by parties which supported a policy in their manifesto for
each of the policies included in a coalition agreement.
Parliamentary support for policies included in coalition
agreements shows a large range. Seven policies were
supported by a single party with only five MPs, covering
both small proposals, such as investing in vocational ed-
ucation oriented at engineering (CU 2017 and 2022), but
also increasing the level of wealth that is untaxed (CU
2022). Twelve policies were supported by parties holding
148 of 150 seats, such as the proposals to maintain the
deduction on the Dutch EU contribution (in 2010). The
median number of votes in support of polices included in
coalition agreements is only 63, well short of a plenary
majority (76). 68% of policies included in coalition
agreements were supported by a floor minority. Over 26%
of policies included in a coalition agreement have the
support of less than a quarter of the plenary. This includes
the proposal to increase the tuition fees for students who
take too long to complete their studies (CDA 2010) and to
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Table 3. Frustrated majorities.

2007 2010 2012 2017 2022 Total
Policies with floor majority not in coalition agreement Il 16 Il 10 18 66
As share of all policies in coalition agreement 16% 14% 13% 10% 15% 14%
As share of policies in coalition agreement with floor majority 55% 31% 26% 42% 106% 43%

Plenary support of policies in coalition agreements

Netherlands, 2007-2022
40 |

30

Number of proposals

I
I
I
|
|
I
I
I
I
204 :
I
I
I
I
|
I
I
I

O T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T
5 15 25 35 45 55 65 75 85 95 105 115 125 135 145

Total Tweede Kamer seats of parties supporting policy

Based on CPB data and party manifestos
Dashed black line is floor majority (76 votes)

Figure 1. Plenary support of policies included in coalition agreement.

Majority-supported policies not in coalition agreements
Netherlands, 2007-2022

Number of proposals

'
!
!
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
!
!
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
T

76 86 96 106 116 126
Total Tweede Kamer seats of parties supporting policy

Based on CPB data and party manifestos
Dashed black line is floor majority (76 votes)

Figure 2. Policies with majority support not included in coalition agreements.
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cut spending on legal assistance for people with small in-
comes (PVV 2010). At the other extreme, one in eight
policies in coalition agreements have the support of two-
thirds or more of the plenary.

Figure 2 shows the number of parliamentary seats held
by parties which supported a policy in their manifesto for
each of the policies which, despite majority support, was
not included in a coalition agreement. As can be seen, a
number of these polices had support that extended be-
yond a bare majority. While 28% were supported by a
majority of 10 seats or fewer, a third were supported by
parties controlling two-thirds or more of seats. In other
words, even policies with very substantial support in the
Tweede Kamer often fail to be included in coalition
agreements.

Conclusion

Analysing a unique dataset of policy pledges and negoti-
ation outcomes, we have shown that coalition government
often violates majority rule: Over two decades, nearly one
in three policies supported by a majority was excluded from
coalition agreements. Frustrated floor majorities, while
problematic, can occur for reasons other than a minority
veto, such as budgetary constraints. Policy changes sup-
ported only by a minority, having successfully overcome
the inertia of the policy-making process, are normatively
more problematic. Yet a majority of policy proposals in-
cluded in Dutch coalition agreements did not have the
sincere support of a parliamentary majority.

While different understandings of democracy assign
different importance to the direct translation of the people’s
policy preferences into policy (Andeweg and Louwerse
2020), no vision of democracy would favour minority
rule. A trade-off appears to exist: While proportional rep-
resentation usually avoids the failure of majority rule caused
by an electoral minority being translated into a parlia-
mentary majority, this comes at the cost of failures of
majority rule at the law-making stage. In addition to al-
lowing for broader input into the policy-making process,
proportional representation (as shown here) leads to
widespread minority rule.

The relevance of this case extends beyond the Dutch
borders. Parliamentary regimes experience coalition gov-
ernment over 70% of the time (Gallagher et al. 2011). Here,
parties bargain about policy. Whether a parliamentary
majority supports a proposal is not necessarily the most
convincing argument when negotiators decide to include a
proposal in a coalition agreement. In some ways, the
Netherlands is an unlikely case to observe minority rule.
The fact that all proposals in all party manifestos and co-
alition agreements are quantified by the CPB makes it less
likely that parties agree to policies without majority support,
since the CPB process makes explicitly going against the

wishes of the majority far more visible than in systems
where such logrolls can be obscured with vague wording.
On the other hand, due to the fragmented party system and
large number of parties represented in government, the
Netherlands is a likely case for coalition government
leading to frustrated majorities. To the extent that these
two factors cancel each other out, our findings have
substantial potential to travel to other coalition systems.
While less fragmented party systems may make frustrated
floor majorities and minority rule less common, the extent
to which this occurs is an empirical question, yet one that
goes to the heart of democratic governance. While the
CPB data are unique to the Netherlands, similar data could
be collected for other countries; our findings indicate the
importance of directly measuring policy proposals and
policy change in order to assess the effects of coalition
government on policy outcomes, and future work may
seek to do so explicitly.

Future work should go beyond these aggregate findings
and explore the drivers of the inclusion or exclusion of
individual policy proposals: When and why are policies
with majority support excluded from coalition agree-
ments? When and why do policies supported by only a
minority make it into the coalition agreement? What is the
role of the salience of different proposals for the different
parties? To what extent do different (types of) parties differ
in how they can get their policies included in coalition
agreements? What role does the cost of a proposal play?*
To what extent is there variation across policy fields,” and
what drives this? These are key questions to further explore
in future work.
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Notes

1. An exception is often made for constitutional rights. Christiano
(2008) argues that these individual rights are based on the same
egalitarian arguments as majority rule.

2. The 2007 coalition comprised the Christian-democratic CDA,
the social-democratic PvdA and the Christian-social CU.
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Together they held 80 out of 150 seats. The 2010 coalition
comprised the conservative-liberal VVD, the CDA, and the
right-wing populist PVV. We treated the PVV, an external
support party to a minority government, as an integral part of
the government, as the budgetary paragraph binding the gov-
ernment was part of the support agreement, not of the coalition
agreement. Together they held 76 seats. The 2012 coalition
comprised the VVD and PvdA. Together they held 79 seats.
The 2017 and 2022 coalition comprised the VVD, CDA, CU
and the social-liberal D66. In 2017, they held 76 seats, in
2022 77.

3. This is the reason that the number of policy proposals listed in
columns C and D of Table 1 outnumbers the number of policies
included in the coalition agreements (Table 2).

4. Difference of means tests (see Table A-2 in the Appendix)
indicate that while the absolute cost of a proposal does not
significantly differ depending on it commands a plenary ma-
jority or whether it gets included in the coalition agreement, the
share of initially desired funding a policy is allocated is sig-
nificantly higher for those policies which command majority
support.

5. Table A-3 in the Appendix indicates that the likelihood of a
policy proposal having majority support and getting into the
coalition agreement differs widely across policy areas.
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