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Democracy isn’t something that just happened. We get to live in 
a democracy because people have fought for it. We get to enjoy 
democratic rights - rights that many might take for granted - 
because of the hard work and sacrifices of previous generations, 
famously Chartists and Suffragettes, but also many individuals 
whose names are not known and not recorded in history books. 
It has been under attack in the past, is under attack now and 
is something to defend. However, if people are going to value 
democracy, they need to feel that the political system represents 
them, that it works for them. They need to feel that their voice, 
and their vote, in the political system counts. 

From Brexit to Covid-19 and the ongoing cost-of-living crisis, the 
past few years have been a period of seismic change and instability 
in the UK. For many people, these years have been accompanied 
by a decline in living standards. At the same time, we have seen 
heightened political instability with routine Conservative Party 
splits dispatching a succession of Prime Ministers. This constant 
melodrama makes for good headlines, but bad government 
- and the country has paid the price. For most voters, all this 
Westminster wrangling seems totally divorced from the realities 
of their lives. As a result, it is hardly surprising that faith in politics 
is on its knees. Many people feel that the political system is failing 
to represent their views and respond to their needs. Concerningly, 
polling data is showing that support for democratic government  
is falling.

In the face of huge political and social challenges, we need to 
show that politics can deliver meaningful, long-term change for 
the people of this country. If the past few years have taught us 
anything, it is that Westminster can be too easily sidetracked 
by the political horse race. We need a political system that 
successfully puts the interests of the British public at its heart. 
Electoral reform is a crucial way through which we can seek to 
improve democratic representation and forge a politics fit for  
the future.  

I have long been a supporter of electoral reform, and of 
Proportional Representation in particular, because I believe that we 
need an electoral system that represents the diversity of views of 
the British public. First Past the Post deliberately produces results 
that are highly unrepresentative of the share of votes cast. Indeed, 
it regularly results in elections where the majority of voters backed 
someone other than the winning candidate or party. It is not hard 
to see why so many people feel disillusioned with the political 
system when, as in 2019, governments can come to power on less 
than 50% of the vote but able to wield 100% of the power. 

And as a local MP, I know that there are constituents who put a X 
in the box next to my name even though they are card carrying 
members of other political parties. They vote tactically to ‘stop’ the 
Conservatives who are my main opponent in Lancaster and Wyre. 
Whilst it’s great to have their vote, this doesn’t sit comfortably with 
me. Equally, I am aware that up the road from Lancaster in Kendal 
we have Labour Party members tactically voting for the Liberal 
Democrats to stop the Conservatives there – so this works in 
many political directions!

While we need to think about a wider set of constitutional and 
political reforms, adopting a form of Proportional Representation 
(PR) would help to address political disillusionment. PR systems 
produce election results that more accurately reflect the way 
people voted, which can help to increase public faith in the 
political system, and lead to the more plural, less adversarial form 
of politics the country wants.

The Labour Party has a history of supporting progressive change 
in the UK, including progressive constitutional change. Indeed, 
the Party now recognises that “the flaws in the current voting 
system are contributing to the alienation and distrust we see in 
politics”. However, at present there is no institutional support for 
electoral reform. And, rather than seeing progress in recent years, 
we have seen regression in electoral representation following the 
passage of the 2022 Elections Act. 

Voters in mayoral and PPC elections are now denied the choice 
of indicating a second preference, leading to situations where 
the winning candidate - as we saw in the 2023 Bedford mayoral 
election - can be elected on less than a third of the vote. Just as 
troubling, if not more so, the Electoral Commission found that 
14,000 people were turned away from voting at the May 2023 
local elections because they did not have Voter ID. Younger and 
disabled voters, and people from ethnic minority backgrounds, 
were disproportionately affected. With awareness of Voter ID 
requirements still worryingly low, I am concerned that the coming 
general election will result in even greater democratic inequality 
and reduced turnout. Amid rising social inequality, reversing the 
introduction of Voter ID and implementing electoral reforms are 
more important than ever.  

Given the intense instability we have all experienced in the past 
few years, I am sympathetic to the argument that we want 
political stability and a period of good government. This is why 
this report from Make Votes Matter on the relationship between 
electoral systems and political stability is timely. For proponents 
of electoral reform like myself, it is encouraging to see that the 
evidence indicates that there is no reason to believe we must 
sacrifice representative election results for the sake of political 
stability. Far from proportional democracies being inherently 
more prone to instability, as defenders of First Past the Post have 
long claimed, the data reveals no causal relationship, and shows 
PR-using democracies – like Germany, Sweden and Switzerland 
– typically outperforming their majoritarian counterparts – such 
as Canada, France and the UK – across a range of measures of 
parliamentary and governmental stability.

As we look to the future, I am concerned that unless we take 
action, we will continue to see aggravated political distrust and 
alienation in the UK, with damaging consequences for social and 
democratic inequality. Proportional Representation is a vital step 
in tackling this by giving every voter a louder voice in the political 
system. As demonstrated by the research put forward in this 
report, adopting Proportional Representation is not a reform that 
we should be afraid of, instead it should be embraced as the next 
evolution in British representative democracy.
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In spite of numerous democracies that use Proportional Representation (PR) exhibiting 
high levels of political stability, the idea that PR voting systems are connected to greater 
levels of instability remains an entrenched part of the electoral reform debate in the UK. 
Not only is it a major argument of those who oppose reform, but it is often accepted as a 
necessary trade-off by those who support PR.

That there is variation in the levels of political stability exhibited by different western 
democracies is undeniable. However, it has long been possible for defenders of the status 
quo to present extreme cases, most conspicuously Italy (though the picture there is 
complicated by their use of semi-PR systems since 1994), as representative of a broader 
theme; no more. This new study fills a gap in existing scholarship, setting straight long-
held assumptions about the impact of voting systems on political stability.

Comparative analysis of the performance of 17 established parliamentary democracies 
according to ten measures of parliamentary, governmental and ministerial stability 
shows no correlation between the use of PR and increased political instability. Indeed, 
on average, PR users actually outperform non-PR users on eight of the ten measures, 
though with substantial variation in performance both between and within voting system 
categories. 

The UK itself is hugely inconsistent across these measures, including recording 
significantly below average scores for parliamentary term completion, cabinet durability 
and ministerial turnover.  
Overall, it would be wrong to consider Britain to be relatively politically stable. 

As well as a lack of correlation when looking across countries, examination of New 
Zealand and Italy’s electoral reforms in the 1990s demonstrates changing the voting 
system has had a negligible impact on levels of political stability. Similarly, the fact that 
most of the 17 countries in the study have enjoyed periods of both relative stability and 
instability further highlights the limited influence of a semi-permanent institution like the 
voting system on political stability.

Beyond voting systems, broader institutional factors likewise offer only weak explanations 
for the variation in stability levels between established democracies, with the exception 
of a few limited and specific cases. Instead, the most persuasive factor in determining 
stability is the behaviour of political actors, influenced by their respective political cultures.

In short, there exists no correlation, let alone causal relationship, between a country’s use 
of a PR voting system and its levels of political stability. Continued use of this argument 
within the electoral reform debate can, therefore, most charitably be viewed as a 
misunderstanding of the facts. 

SUMMARY

Pay only a brief glance at most of western Europe – where Proportional Representation 
(PR) has been the norm for democratic elections for a century – and you’ll notice that, 
by-and-large, it is hardly a sea of political chaos and crises; certainly not more so than 
the UK and France, the continent’s only two non-PR-using democracies. And yet, one 
of the most common criticisms of PR in the British electoral reform debate has been 
its supposed association with political instability – a link long cultivated by opponents 
of fairer voting, often coupled with frequent doom-laden predictions of a PR-using 
Britain ‘becoming like Italy’. Perhaps most impressively, the argument has managed to 
persist even through the last few turbulent years of British politics, a period which you 
would have imagined would have been enough to highlight the absurdities of claiming 
that First Past the Post (FPTP) makes the UK uniquely immune to governmental and 
parliamentary chaos. 

 
For such a commonly repeated argument, there has been fairly little previous research 
into whether the link actually exists, to the extent that some supporters of PR 
themselves accept it as a true but necessary trade-off for a far more representative 
parliament. Where prior research does exist, it is often limited to particular aspects 
of stability and is yet to escape the confines of academia. For instance, David Farrell’s 
(2011) excellent primer Electoral Systems: A Comparative Introduction does highlight 
previous measures of ‘average government duration’ that show strong and weak 
performances by countries that use both proportional and non-proportional voting 
systems. Farrell goes on to conclude that “the supposed trade-off between the 
proportionality of an electoral system and measures of governmental or system 
stability appears, for the most part, conspicuous by its absence” (Farrell, 2011: 227). 
But questions over political stability are often so much wider than this – what about 
rates of early elections, ministerial turnover or parliamentary volatility? To fully  
examine the realities of the cliché, we need a far more comprehensive analysis.

In a bold attempt to try and conclusively answer this question, we have developed 
and analysed several varied measures of political stability across 17 established 
parliamentary democracies during the 50 years from the start of 1974 to the end of 
2023. For our purposes, we are restricting ‘political stability’ to the realm of parliaments, 
governments, ministers and prime ministers. Wider issues of polity stability (though, 
according to the Fragile States Index, nine of the ten most stable countries are PR 
users (Haken et al, 2023)), economic stability (though, the case studies of post-war Italy 
and post-communist eastern Europe suggest limited connection between political 
stability and economic performance (Bale, 2017: 119)) and policy stability (though, 
the UK’s persistent record for short-termist policy has been frequently highlighted, 
from historical studies (Hennessy, 2006: 378) to Institute for Government analysis 
(Hoddinott, 2023)) are free for others to examine in more depth.

So, what is the truth here: do proportional voting systems actually affect levels of 
political stability? Is first past the post (FPTP) really that good at stabilising Britain?

INTRODUCTION

‘	�you would have imagined the last few turbulent years of British politics would 
have been enough to highlight the absurdities of claiming that First Past the Post 
(FPTP) makes the UK uniquely immune to governmental and parliamentary chaos.’
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Within this report, we have identified and measured ten core 
aspects (as well as several additional ones) of parliamentary 
and governmental stability – with each parliament, election, 
cabinet, minister, etc. during our fifty-year study period given 
a score according to these measures and those scores then 
averaged for each country. Throughout, average refers to a 
mean average. Of course, there are cases where some scores 
for individual countries are pulled in one direction by a handful of 
outlier results and it can be argued that taking a median average 
would give a more representative result in certain respects. So, 
for comparison, the median scores for all our indices are included 
in Appendix II, though using them instead would not have 
substantively altered any of our conclusions.

Across all measures, the inclusion criteria has been whether 
something had completed its term, left office or equivalent 
between the start of 1974 and the end of 2023 – i.e., the 
incumbent on 1st January 1974 is included in the sample, but 
the incumbent on 1st January 2024 is excluded. So, for instance, 
with British prime ministers, Edward Heath is included, but Rishi 
Sunak is not. This is because the future state of the incumbent 
is unknown – they could lose office tomorrow or stay in power 
for another decade. While it could be argued that only those 
that started and completed their term during the study period 
should be included, it was felt that including the known ‘overhang’ 
but not the unknown one allowed us to get as close to a full 
fifty years as possible, with cutting from both ends risking 
substantially restricting the coverage of certain countries (e.g., 
analysis of changes in the partisan composition of government in 
Switzerland would be restricted to only between 2007 and 2015). 

For measures that relate to parliamentary term length, the 
calculation has been simplified to be x years past the previous 
election date. Although in many countries the clock does not 
officially start until parliament meets, it is still generally customary 
to hold elections at x yearly intervals. As such, any sitting of a 
parliament or government beyond this date has been rounded 
down to 100% of the permissible term (e.g., the standard term 
in New Zealand is three years, but, due to wriggle room around 
the dates of parliament meeting, the 2020 election was able to 
be held three years and one month after the previous election; 
nonetheless, we have counted it as serving 100% of the term).

	 Additionally:

• �References to parliament refer only to the lower/sole house 
and elections to that chamber.

• �The debate over what should be considered a government is 
dealt with in the relevant section.

• �When measuring changes in partisan composition, 
predecessor/successor parties (e.g., with name changes or 
mergers) are treated as the same party and situations like 
Australia’s Liberal-National Coalition and Germany’s CDU/
CSU are treated as a single party. 

• �Italy’s semi-proportional voting systems used since 1994 have 
been included with PR systems in overall averages on account 
of their proportional element. However, it should be noted that 
all three post-1994 systems have produced election results 
with a Gallagher Index score exceeding 10.0, while only one of 
the eight post-reform elections has returned a score below 
5.0 (as would typically be expected of a proportional system).

	� Why these countries? 
The 17 countries in our study are Australia (AUS), Austria 
(AUT), Belgium (BEL), Canada (CAN), Denmark (DEN), Finland 
(FIN), France (FRA), Germany (GER), Ireland (IRE), Italy (ITA), 
Luxembourg (LUX), Netherlands (NLD), New Zealand (NZL), 
Norway (NOR), Sweden (SWE), Switzerland (SUI) and the 
United Kingdom (GBR). 

	� These were chosen as they were all established parliamentary 
(or semi-parliamentary) democracies throughout our study 
period and for at least twenty years before, are at a broadly 
similar socioeconomic level and tend to have reasonably 
similar underpinnings for institutions like the party system. 
There are, of course, still differences between them – not least 
in a range of political cultures, which will be discussed in the 
analysis – but they are similar enough that we can analyse their 
performances across these measures without having to be 
too frequently diverted by additional variables such as differing 
levels of democratic or socioeconomic development. 

	� While it might be typical to limit such a study purely to western 
Europe, it was felt that there was a need to include additional 
non-PR-using countries beyond France and the United 
Kingdom. It was actually the inclusion of Switzerland that was 
the most difficult choice, but it was ultimately decided that 
it had enough parliamentary features to qualify. Obviously, 
there are many unique aspects to the Swiss political system 
which do complicate certain measures and they are addressed 
when they arise. Nevertheless, as this is a study attempting to 
examine whether PR and stability can in fact co-exist, it would 
be aberrant to overlook Switzerland entirely.

Abbreviations/Glossary

2RS Two-Round System/Vote
AMS Additional Member System
AV Alternative Vote (a.k.a., Instant Runoff Voting)
ENPP Effective Number of Parliamentary Parties
FPTP First Past the Post (a.k.a., Single-Member Plurality)
GMS Guaranteed Majority System
List PR Party List Proportional Representation
Major party Party that holds more than 15% of seats in parliament
MBS Majority Bonus System
MMM Mixed-Member Majoritarian system (a.k.a., Parallel Vote)
MMP Mixed-Member Proportional Representation
Nordics Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden
PEG Post-Election Government/Cabinet
PR Proportional Representation
R2 R squared or the co-efficient of determination, which measures how much variation in variable y can be ex-

plained by variation in variable x.
Scandinavia Denmark, Norway and Sweden
Significant party Party that holds more than 2% of seats in parliament
STV Single Transferable Vote (Proportional Representation)
Two-bloc system System of party competition in which parties largely or entirely arrange themselves into two alternative 

semi-permanent blocs

METHODOLOGY

Charts 
In charts throughout this report, countries / elections that 
use PR are colour-coded in green, those that use majoritarian 
voting systems in purple and those that use semi-PR systems 
in blue. Cases where countries switched between categories 
(New Zealand, Italy) are cross hatched. Charts are aligned so 
the more ‘stable’ end of the scale is seen on the right.

Semi-Proportional Systems 
Semi-proportional voting systems are those which use 
the mechanisms of PR voting systems to allocate at least 
some seats, though with the overall intent of the voting 
system being to create more majoritarian outcomes. Semi-
PR systems include the Parallel Vote (including with Positive 
or Negative Vote Transfers), Greek-style Majority Bonus 
Systems and Italian-style Guaranteed Majority Systems. 

   Proportional systems 

   Majoritarian systems

   Semi-proportional systems
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In most of our 17 countries, parliament is the only part of the 
national political system that is directly elected. Therefore, if the 
voting system used for those elections has any notable effects 
on political stability, we should expect to see that most acutely in 
parliament. This can be measured through multiple factors.

Early Elections 
Early elections are one of the simplest signifiers of political 
instability – even when not called due to a governmental or 
parliamentary crisis, they carry great risk and potential for 
surprises. In the UK, opponents of PR often cite any early election 
in a proportional democracy as evidence of the relative merits 
of First Past the Post. However, do PR-using countries actually 
have abnormally high rates of early elections, or is this simply an 
inaccurate caricature?  

To test perception against reality, we’ve calculated the term 
completion rate for every parliament dissolved within the last  
50 years in our 17 countries (Figure 1). This is a measure of how 
long a parliament sat relative to its term limit. For instance, a 
parliament that could have sat for four years but only sat for three 
would have a term completion rate of 75%.

At the left end of Figure 1 sit Canada and Denmark, who have 
held nine elections more than a year ahead of schedule in the last 
fifty years; on the right, we see Norway, Sweden and Switzerland, 
all users of PR, who have not held a single election before it was 
due. There is clearly quite a significant range between the 17 
countries, but what is most notable is the degree of variation 
within both PR and non-PR users, with most of the range 
overlapping. On this evidence, there is no clear-cut case of 
parliaments elected by majoritarian voting systems lasting any 
longer than those elected by proportional systems; if anything, 
the right (more stable) side of the chart is dominated by countries 
using PR.

Indeed, if we plot the term completion rate for each individual 
parliament against its disproportionality (Figure 2), it becomes 

PARLIAMENTARY STABILITY

Figure 1: Average 
Parliamentary Term 
Completion Rate, 1974-23

impossible to identify a correlation between disproportionality 
and greater parliamentary durability – let alone a causal link 
(R2=0.000, indicating that an election’s level of proportionality has 
absolutely no predictive value for how long that parliament will 
last). PR just does not create less stable parliaments.

Nonetheless, the huge variation between countries begs the 
question, what else might affect term completion if not the voting 
system? One partial explanation can be found in institutions, 
particularly differing abilities to hold snap elections: Norway, 
for example, has no mechanism for an off-schedule vote, while 
Canadian and Danish prime ministers can largely call a new 
election at their discretion (Gay et al, 2010). This is undoubtedly 
part of the reason that the UK ranks so poorly – prime ministers 
have generally been able to call elections when they want, and 
some have held a preference for calling it at the four-year mark 
instead of seeing out the full five-year term. However, even if we 
concede that such ‘controlled’ early elections mark a completed 
term, the UK still does not score particularly highly, averaging an 
82% term completion, just above Austria.

Of course, not all early elections in these low scorers are 
particularly voluntary. Many are caused by governability issues 
instead, i.e., when governments are no longer able to effectively 
command a majority in parliament. Most commonly, this comes 
in situations with minority governments, a key factor behind 
many early elections in Canada, Ireland and the UK (where even 
governments with small majorities have struggled to govern 
effectively). Even Denmark, where minority government is the 
overwhelming norm (95% of our study period), has needed new 
elections when intra-bloc co-operation has broken down. 

Some might blame such governability issues on voting systems, 
but, as we will see in the next chapter, both proportional and non-
proportional systems can be affected by issues of government 
breakdown. Indeed, five of the 13 general elections in the UK in the 
last fifty years have been caused by such governability issues, a 
higher proportion than a number of PR-using countries. 
 

Electoral Volatility 
Another measure of parliamentary stability is the volatility of its 
partisan composition – in other words, the net party seat change 
between one parliament and the next. PR has sometimes been 
accused of encouraging and enabling higher levels of electoral 
volatility, with the more fluid party systems of many continental 
European countries being pointed to as proof that PR does not 
create a long-term stable basis for government formation. Of 
course, it can conversely be argued that PR’s more responsive 
nature gives voters control over the direction of the party system 
and allows them to evolve it in response to changing attitudes and 
priorities, rather than having to continually subsidise the electoral 
performance of two parties purely based on their historical status; 
but those matters are outside the remit of this report.

To measure parliamentary volatility, we’ve repurposed Vincenzo 
Emanuele’s (2015) measure of electoral volatility for seats in the 
legislature (Figure 3). This takes the absolute difference in seat 
shares between election A and election B for every party, adds them 
together and divides that sum by two. A score of 0% would reflect 
a parliament in which there was no change in the proportion of 
seats held by each party (as unusually occurred in the 1975 Austrian 
election), while 100% would point to a parliament in which no seats 
were held by a party represented in the previous parliament (our 
highest score is 69% for the 2017 French legislative election).

What perhaps stands out most is the sheer number of countries 
on an almost identical level. Around half our countries hover pretty 
close to the 10% mark, with there only being a short step-up 
to most of the rest of the pack. The other feature of note is the 
sheer split among non-PR users – with Australia and the UK clearly 
among the low volatility group, while Canada and France have 
two of the three most volatile parliaments in the study. Again, 
this level of variation between countries that use similar voting 
systems undermines any attempt to draw a causal link between 
parliamentary volatility and voting systems.

Figure 3: Average 
Parliamentary Volatility 
Rate, 1974-23

Figure 2: Election Disproportionality and Subsequent 
Parliament Term Completion Rate, 1974-23

‘	�PR just does not create less stable parliaments.’

‘	�five of the 13 general elections in the UK in the last 
fifty years have been caused by governability issues’

Conclusion: PR-using countries do not have earlier 
elections than those that use non-PR voting systems. 
Indeed, on average, it is FPTP users like Canada and 
the UK who have some of the worst parliamentary 
term completion rates among western democracies.

‘	�this level of variation between countries that use 
similar voting systems undermines any attempt to 
draw a causal link between parliamentary volatility 
and voting systems’
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It is also worth highlighting that the kind of volatility seen in non-PR 
countries is of a different nature to that seen in PR countries, even 
if the aggregate levels are similar. Barring a few cases, such as the 
2015 election, the volatility we see between British parliaments 
is almost entirely derived from the exaggerated fluctuation in 
electoral fortunes of the two main parties. For example, in the 1997 
election, there was a 24-point swing in seats between just the main 
two parties, despite only a 10-point swing in votes. By contrast, in 
most PR countries, the volatility is typically made up of smaller non-
exaggerated changes between more parties – lots of little changes, 
rather than one big one. Arguably, this makes for a less volatile 
environment. Moreover, in those PR countries where the parties 
arrange themselves into two blocs, the inter-bloc volatility can be 
noticeably lower than the volatility under Australia or the UK’s two-
party systems (e.g., Denmark 4.4%, Norway 4.4%, Sweden 4.1%).

For all the talk of PR encouraging more volatile election results, 
the only countries where there is a clear disjuncture between 
inter-election volatility at the ballot box and in parliament – i.e., 
where the voting system has created something that was not 
there in the votes – are Canada and France (and, to a lesser extent, 
Australia, the United Kingdom, and Italy since its move to a series 
of semi-proportional systems since 1994). In other countries, 
the disconnect between electoral and parliamentary volatility for 
any election rarely differs by more than about 1-2 points in either 
direction. However, for Canada and France, the exaggerative 
qualities of their majoritarian voting systems can sometimes lead 
to parliamentary volatility being double the electoral volatility. For 
instance, in the 2002 French legislative election, the Two-Round 
System managed to convert a fairly average net vote change 
of 13% into an extraordinary 40% net seat change. Similarly, in 
Canada in 2015, First Past the Post translated votes with an already 
high electoral volatility score of 21% into a House of Commons that 
registered 45% in terms of parliamentary volatility. These are clear 
cases of non-proportional voting systems directly causing higher 
levels of parliamentary volatility and, thus, lower levels of stability in 
partisan composition.

PARLIAMENTARY STABILITY

Figure 4: Election Disproportionality  
and Parliamentary Volatility, 1974-23

It is this exaggerative effect of majoritarian voting systems 
that means that, when you plot the disproportionality of an 
election result against the parliamentary volatility it has caused, 
it is possible to actually discern a weak correlation (R2=0.118, 
i.e., variation in proportionality can explain 11.8% of variation in 
volatility) between less proportional elections and higher levels 
of volatility (i.e., instability). Of course, it is true that both the 
majority of non-PR and overwhelming majority of PR elections do 
broadly tend toward a standard level of volatility, but in terms of 
enabling higher levels of parliamentary volatility, it is undoubtedly 
in elections held under majoritarian systems where this is most 
apparent.

Ideological Volatility 
Net changeover in seat terms, however, is just one way of 
measuring the volatility from one parliament to the next – it 
doesn’t just matter who is holding those seats, but what they 
believe. Arguably, seat churn between lots of like-minded parties 
is less volatile than a lower level of turnover between highly 
polarised parties, as the latter can mean huge swings in ideology, 
having implications for government stability and policy.

To measure this, we have created a weighted left-right score 
(0 = extreme left, 10 = extreme right) for each parliament using 
expert party placement survey data (primarily Bakker et al, 2020; 
but also, Castles and Mair, 1984; Laver and Hunt, 1992; Benoit 
and Laver, 2006; and Norris, 2019). This involves multiplying each 
party’s ideological score (according to the nearest expert survey) 
by its seat share and summing the results. So, a parliament where 
Party A has 40% of seats and a left-right score of 4.0 and Party 
B has 60% of seats and a score of 6.0 has an overall left-right 
score of 5.2 out of 10. Volatility is then measured by the change 
in this score between each parliament. The use of expert surveys 
has a few caveats: firstly, by nature, they are estimates, so each 
individual score is subject to a small margin of error; secondly, 
survey coverage is not equal for all the countries in our study, so 
some survey results are stretched across longer time periods 
for some countries than others, adding a small extra potential for 
error. Regardless, margin of error rates should still be small, and 
given the available evidence, this is the best way of measuring a 
parliament’s ideological composition.

With all the caveats considered, Figure 5 shows that the average 
election does not move the ideological dial in parliament much, 
with one parliament typically only around 0.25 points more 
left-wing or right-wing in aggregate than its predecessor. France 
and Italy, however, prove an exception to this, frequently seeing 
much larger ideological swings between parliaments. Notably, 
there is a crucial divide in Italy’s score. During the List PR-era, 
Italy’s ideological volatility was a fairly normal 0.26; since the 
switch to semi-PR systems in 1994, it has increased to 0.92. 

Figure 5: Average 
Parliamentary Ideological 
Volatility Rate, 1974-23

For comparison, New Zealand’s electoral reform in the other 
direction has been accompanied by a small decline in ideological 
volatility (0.28 pre-1996 to 0.22 post-1996). Nonetheless, the 
overall picture presented in Figure 5 does not suggest strong 
links between voting system category and greater ideological 
volatility, and there are indeed individual PR elections with 
higher ideological swings. Still, it is hard to ignore the fact that 
persistent ideological erraticism between elections seems to 
occur only under non-fully PR systems.

It is important to note, though, that this only applies to 
parliament and not to ideological volatility in government. 
There, the preferred pattern of government formation will be a 
key determinant of the level of ideological swing between one 
government and the next. Countries with two-party or two-
bloc patterns (e.g., UK, France, Sweden) will see larger swings 
when governments change than those with more ‘across-
the-centre’ patterns of coalition formation (e.g., Germany, 
Luxembourg, pre-1994 Italy).

Country Commentary: Canada

Across our data, Canada is the very definition of a mixed bag. 
It has generally had relatively long-serving prime ministers 
(though is also one of only two countries in our study to 
have more than one prime minister who served less than six 
months in the last fifty years, the other being Finland) and 
has only infrequent changes in government partisanship, 
but also has the highest rate of early elections, some of the 
most volatile election results and a poor record on cabinet 
and ministerial durability. 

This inconsistency is down to a combination of fairly unified 
political parties (so fewer leadership-ending factional 
disputes) and a stubborn refusal to adapt to an increasing 
norm of hung parliaments. Despite FPTP supposedly being 
able to reliably produce single-party majorities, five of the last 
seven Canadian elections have ended with no party having a 
majority of seats and there has been a continued eschewing 
of coalitions, with even confidence-and-supply agreements 
being a rarity. As such, Canadian minority governments do 
not tend to have a particularly strong underpinning and will 
often require early elections as a variably successful remedy 
to poor parliament-government relations.

When breaking his promise on electoral reform, Justin 
Trudeau once stated that the country could not risk the 
instability. The reality is that Canada is less politically stable 
than many PR-using democracies.

Conclusion: PR-using countries do not inherently 
exhibit higher levels of parliamentary volatility from 
election to election than non-PR-using countries, 
with non-proportional parliaments often seeing 
more substantive and exaggerated swings in partisan 
and ideological composition between elections.

‘	�in terms of enabling higher levels of parliamentary 
volatility, it is undoubtedly in elections held under 
majoritarian systems where this is most apparent’
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For all the centrality of parliament in our countries’ political 
systems, when it comes to political stability, it is often the stability 
of the government that people have in mind. Indeed, it is the 
frequency of changes of government that both Farrell (2011) and 
Lijphart (2012) use as a unidimensional shorthand for stability. 
And it is not hard to understand why it is often the focal point; 
the government, or more specifically the politicians and parties 
that make up the governing majority, are the primary day-to-day 
political actor in most countries’ politics. Naturally, any stability 
there is what voters will notice most. So, let’s turn to considering 
the relative stability of those governments.

Measuring government stability, however, comes with its own 
problems. How, for instance, does one define what a government 
is? People might refer to the series of eight Conservative-led 
cabinets that have been in power since 2010 as one Conservative 
government, but it represents a series of new administrations, 
with new leaders, new governing arrangements and even 
changes in partisan composition and status in parliament. 
Many of those changes were the result of destabilising political 
crises, so is it reasonable to define it as a single government that 
governed without complication? On the other hand, there are 
obvious elements of continuity across those cabinets. 

As both the ‘minimalist’ and ‘maximalist’ definitions of what 
constitute a government have some validity here, we are going to 
look at it in turn from both ends of that spectrum.

Cabinet Durability 
Cabinets provide a reasonably narrow example of what could be 
viewed as one government. However, even how to define this 
is not without debate, with multiple definitions existing within 
the political science literature. The well-used ParlGov (Döring 
et al, 2023) dataset defines a new cabinet as precipitated by at 
least one of the following: 1) “any change of parties with cabinet 
membership”; 2) “any change of the prime minister”; 3) “any 
general election”. Additionally, ParlGov use a three-month rule 
for caretaker governments – i.e., it counts as a new cabinet if it 
last more than three months after an election – and count any 
“meaningful investiture procedure” or “meaningful resignation” 
as the start of a new cabinet, even if there has been no change in 
the three core criteria. 

Siaroff’s (2018) definition used in the authoritative Comparative 
European Party Systems analysis is broadly similar, viewing a new 
government as occurring with any of: a) “a change in the party 
membership of a cabinet”; b) “the loss of majority status of a 
government”; c) “the change of a prime minister”; d) “the (re)
formation of a government after an election, even if nothing else 
occurs”. Unlike ParlGov, Siaroff does not consider a cabinet to 
be a new government if it resigns and quickly reforms between 
elections without any other changes.

For our purposes, we’re going to use the three points of 
agreement between the two definitions. In other words, a new 
cabinet is deemed to be precipitated by any of the following: 
1) a change in the parties in cabinet; 2) a change of the prime 
minister; or 3) a general election. None of the supplementary 
criteria have been used in our classification: holdover caretaker 
governments are considered as continuations of the original 
cabinet, and a government losing majority status in parliament 
has been viewed as a change in its legislative status, rather than 
a new government (even if it does represent a destabilising 
event and such leniency does actually benefit the UK). This is the 
definition used in Müller and Strøm’s (2000) seminal analysis of 
Coalition Governments in Western Europe. As an example, under 
this definition, we can say that during the New Labour years there 
were four cabinets: Blair I (1997-01), Blair II (2001-05), Blair III 
(2005-07) and Brown (2007-10). 

To measure each cabinet’s durability, we’ve calculated the 
amount of time it served in office as a proportion of the amount 
of time it could have served in office (i.e., until the scheduled 
date of the next election). So, in a country with four-year terms, 
a cabinet formed in the aftermath of an election that served 
for two years would have a completion rate of 50%, but a new 
cabinet that then served the remaining two years of the term 
would have a completion rate of 100%. This rate is capped at 
100%, so those that continue as caretakers post-election cannot 
inflate their score.

Figure 6: Average Cabinet 
Duration Relative to Potential 
Maximum, 1974-23

On the one hand, the results (Figure 6) demonstrate that the 
countries with the most durable cabinets are largely those that use 
fairer voting systems. Yet, on the other, we once again see clear 
variation within both systems, particularly among proportional 
countries.

As is often the case with such divergence, the cause is a mix of 
the institutional and the cultural, with the latter particularly key. 
Countries on the left-hand side of Figure 6 tend to exhibit lower 
levels of intra- and/or inter-party discipline, encouraging leadership 
changes in the prime ministerial party with the former, and 
breakdowns within the governing majority with the latter. This can 
be particularly seen in Italy, which has frequently had governments 
consisting of highly factional parties whose approach to their 
position in cabinet was dictated, to an exceptionally destabilising 
extent, by partisan self-interest. By contrast, those countries 
on the right-hand side of the chart are those where parties are 
better at managing both internal conflicts and relationships with 
their coalition partners. However, this is not to discount certain 
institutional factors, particularly in the case of Switzerland. The high 
levels of Swiss cabinet durability are explained, at least in part, by 
the unusual relationship between parliament and government – 
the seven members of the government are all individually elected 
(as part of a quasi-voluntary semi-permanent grand coalition) at 
the start of each legislative term, after which parliament cannot 
remove them. While members could, of course, quit, enabling a 
party to resign from government, the fact it does not bring down 
the rest of the government (as per a usual cabinet crisis) also acts 
as a disincentive for parties to do so. Nevertheless, Luxembourg 
manages similar levels of cabinet durability without such an atypical 
parliamentary system.

The UK’s record for relatively short-lived cabinets is particularly 
noteworthy. While not quite at Italian levels, the average British 
cabinet only manages to remain in office for 60% of the time it 
could have when it was formed. As with parliamentary terms, some 
might say that Britain is unreasonably underscored by treating four-
year cabinets as incomplete, but, even if we do once again account 
for cabinets that voluntarily ended their term prematurely with no 
governability issues, that still only raises the UK’s score to 64%. It 
is worth remembering that only two of the last six British cabinets 
have sat for more than a quarter of their permissible term, with an 
inability to deal with persistent intra-party issues key to these low 
scores. Indeed, when looking at just the five most recent cabinets 
in each country, the UK comes dead last, with only Austria also 
falling below 50%1. That is no definition of stable. Fundamentally, 
on this measure, Britain is simply not comparable to countries 
like Germany, Luxembourg or Sweden, where it is the norm for a 
cabinet to be formed after an election and to see out their full

1 �Average durability of five most recent cabinets in each country: AUS 83%; AUT 32%; BEL 82%; CAN 74%; DEN 74%; FIN 73%; FRA 92%; GER 96%; IRE 54%; ITA 64%; LUX 98%; NED 
85%; NZL 90%; NOR 55%; SWE 96%; SUI 85%; GBR 28%.

‘	�the average British cabinet only manages to 
remain in office for 60% of the time it could 
have when it was formed’

Definitions
Single-Party Majority: Cabinet comprises one party 
which holds a legislative majority.
Single-Party Minority: Cabinet comprises one party 
which does not hold a legislative majority.
Multi-Party Minority: Cabinet comprises multiple 
parties who combined do not hold a legislative majority.
Minimal-Winning Coalition: Cabinet comprises 
multiple parties who combined hold a legislative 
majority but would not if the smallest party resigned.
Oversized Coalition: Cabinet comprises multiple 
parties who would still hold a legislative majority if the 
smallest party resigned.
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Figure 7: Average Cabinet Durability by Type, 1974-23

term without changes in prime minister or partisan composition. 
For all the tut-tutting from British commentators about the 
precariousness of European governments, the simple fact is that 
many of them can expect to remain intact for longer than their 
British counterparts. 

‘	�when looking at just the five most recent cabinets 
in each country, the UK comes dead last’

Even the typical explanation for why British cabinets should 
supposedly last longer, i.e., them being single-party majority 
governments, does not hold up to scrutiny. Figure 7 shows the 
average cabinet durability by cabinet type. We find that minimal-
winning coalitions, which are your typical ‘enough parties to get 
a majority’ coalition, are just as durable as single-party majority 
cabinets. Other cabinet formations – minority cabinets and 
oversized coalitions – do not typically serve as long, though the 
gap is perhaps not as severe as one might expect. That said, 
minority cabinets in Scandinavia and post-1996 New Zealand, 
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where they are the norm, are just as durable as single-party 
majority cabinets or typical coalitions in many countries. 
Conversely, minority governments collapse far more frequently 
in countries where they are an exception rather than the rule. 
Essentially, the notion that there are inherently ‘strong’ or ‘weak’ 
types of government is hard to substantiate, with all types 
capable of being stable if there is an enabling political culture. 
This is demonstrated by New Zealand’s seamless transition 
from primarily single-party majorities to typically minority 
cabinets since the introduction of PR: beforehand, many might 
have assumed the change would lead to instability, but a culture 
that prized political stability ensured that a stereotypically 
‘weak’ form of government could work just as well as any other.

Post-Election Cabinets 
Looking at all cabinets (as above) does have limitations, in that 
it is undoubtedly easier for later-formed governments to serve 
as long as they can compared to post-election governments 
formed at the start of the term. After all, even the shakiest 
coalitions or minority governments can usually survive a year 
or so before collapsing. So, to ensure the inclusion of such 
cabinets is not artificially boosting any scores, let’s examine the 
duration of only the post-election governments – those which 
intended to last, and which could have lasted, their full term in 
office (Figure 8).

There are some noteworthy shifts in a few countries: France and 
Norway see their scores fall by 10 points from previously, with 
Denmark, Finland and Italy also seeing sizeable drops – suggesting 
that replacement cabinets in these countries are indeed better 
at seeing out their term. However, Belgium, Germany and Ireland 
all see clear shifts in the opposite direction, with cabinets formed 
mid-term in those countries clearly being the ones that struggle to 
hold on – often, as with Germany’s abnormally short-lived Schmidt 
IV cabinet or the later Cowen cabinets in Ireland, because they 
were the remnants of a collapsed coalition and could not last. 

Altogether, though, there is little real shift in the broader picture 
in terms of the balance between PR and non-PR-using countries, 
with proportional countries overwhelmingly remaining the 
strongest performers and there still being a lack of evidence 
that PR leads to less stable governments. Indeed, if we plot the 
durability of post-election cabinets against the disproportionality 
of the election after which they were formed (Figure 9), we 
see yet another statistically null relationship between stability 
and disproportionality (R2=0.001). And it should not be too 
surprising that PR-elected governments are capable of stronger 
performance on this – 41% of PR post-election cabinets make it to 
full term, compared to just 18% of those in majoritarian countries. New Cabinets 

An alternative way of looking at cabinet durability is to see how 
frequently new cabinets are installed mid-term. Figure 10 shows 
the average number of cabinets per parliamentary term across  
our 17 countries.

As with the previous measures, a mixed picture emerges in terms of 
the balance between both categories of voting systems. However, 
looking at all the countries together, we see a much more united 
picture than above, with a clear norm of around 1.0 to 1.5 cabinets 
per parliament. Of course, such a measure does have a bias in 
favour of countries like the Netherlands, who generally go to an 
early election upon the collapse of a coalition, and against those like 
Norway, where a new cabinet is/has to be formed instead. However, 
this simply serves to reinforce a central theme with this data: the 
variation is far better explained by differences in political culture  
and certain other institutional factors than by the voting system. 

Figure 9: Election Disproportionality and Post-Election 
Cabinet Durability, 1974-23

Figure 10: Average 
Cabinets per Parliament, 
1974-23

Figure 8: Average Post-Election 
Cabinet Duration Relative to 
Potential Maximum, 1974-23

Conclusion: Cabinets in PR-using countries do not 
inherently collapse at a greater rate than those in non-PR-
using countries, with some of the most durable cabinets 
being found in those that use a proportional voting system.

‘	�41% of PR post-election cabinets make it to 
full term, compared to just 18% of those in 
majoritarian countries’

Government Partisanship 
As with each of these individual measures, it is important to 
recognise that cabinet durability can only tell us part of the story. 
For instance, is a country where cabinets complete their term but 
are always made of different parties more stable than one where 
cabinets are shorter lived but rarely change in terms of partisan 
composition? The former might lead to greater short-term 
certainty, but the latter will likely allow for more policy stability in 
the longer term. Rather than treating successive cabinets with 
identical partisan make-up as new governments, merging them 
together allows us to identify how long countries last without 
partisan changes in terms of who is in government, regardless of 
intervening elections or changes in prime minister.
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Figure 11: Average Duration 
(Years) Between Changes 
in Partisan Composition of 
Government, 1974-23

Country Cabinet Parties Years Duration
Switzerland CVP, FDP, SPS, SVP 1960-07 48.0 years
Sweden SAP 1957-76 18.9 years
United Kingdom Conservative 1979-97 18.0 years
Canada Liberal 1963-79 16.1 years
Germany CDU/CSU, FDP 1982-98 16.1 years
Luxembourg CSV, LSAP 1984-99 15.0 years
Austria SPÖ 1970-83 13.1 years
Austria SPÖ, ÖVP 1987-00 13.0 years
United Kingdom Labour 1997-10 13.0 years
Australia Labor 1983-96 13.0 years

As Figure 11 shows, non-PR users do clearly come out somewhat 
ahead on this measure: Australia, Britain and Canada have 
notably longer periods between partisan alternations of power. 
Proportional countries tend to see which parties are in cabinet 
switching far more frequently, but there are some exceptions. 
Even without getting into Switzerland and their unusual semi-
permanent grand coalitions, Austria, Germany and Luxembourg 
are all clearly capable of a similar, if marginally lower, durability of 
governing coalitions to the three high-performing majoritarian 
countries. Indeed, a list of the top ten lengthiest spells of 
unchanged government party composition (Table 1) is filled with 
several periods of enduring single- or multi-party government 
under PR, showing that it is eminently possible.

more relaxed about quitting over policy or personnel disputes. 
Some countries see parties form unofficial semi-permanent 
partnerships with others, making durable coalitions easier; 
elsewhere, it’s always every party for themselves. It is the 
combination of a relaxed attitude to quitting government and 
a desire for ‘brand-protection’ that is principally responsible for 
Italy’s persistent poor performance in this regard. 

This ambiguity is further compounded by the measure potentially 
short-changing countries with bloc-based party systems, where 
there is often a degree of intra-bloc fluidity between being within 
the cabinet and supporting it from outside. Parties joining or 
leaving the cabinet midway through a term without affecting the 
overall stability of the government is a semi-regular occurrence in 
Scandinavian countries. Take, for instance, Erna Solberg’s Høyre-
led cabinets that were in power in Norway from 2013 to 2021. 
Throughout Solberg’s two-term stint in office, the governing 
majority comprised the four parties of the blue bloc, yet the 
exact combination of the parties in cabinet changed three times 
from the initial Høyre-Progress combination, without risk of it 
collapsing. Was that really four governments serving an average 
of two years, or one government in power for eight? 

When considering blocs in bloc-based party systems as single 
units, the average durability of governing coalitions in Denmark 
rises from 3.0 to 4.7 years, in France from 3.2 to 7.3, in Italy from 
1.4 to 2.1, in Norway from 3.3 to 4.5, and in Sweden from 5.9 to 
9.3 (placing them in second place, ahead of the UK).

This ties to a broader issue of this measure treating any change 
in composition as the same, which favours countries like the UK, 
where nearly all changes in partisan composition are ‘wholesale 
alternations’ – i.e., where none of the parties from the previous 
cabinet are in the new one. However, in most of Europe, ‘partial 
alternations’ – i.e., where some parties from the previous cabinet 
are in the new one – are the norm. In the Netherlands, for 
instance, there has not been a wholesale alternation since 1918. 
This means that changes of cabinets carry a degree of continuity 
absent in the UK, with politicians, parties and policies continuing 
across what are nominally changes in government.

Table 1: Longest Periods Without Change 
in Cabinet Partisan Composition, 1974-23

Figure 12: Average Duration 
(Years) of Party in Government, 
1974-23

It is hard to convert these continuities into something 
measurable, but one way of doing it is to look at the average 
time parties spent uninterrupted in government, as in Figure 
12. Non-PR countries do largely still perform well, but the 
issue is less clear-cut, with a number of proportional countries 
demonstrating a tendency for parties to stay in power for longer. 
This transformation is most notable with Belgium, where, in spite 
of parties leaving and joining government on a not infrequent 
basis, there is a real split between some parties who will tend to 
serve decades continuously in office, while others’ place in power 
is more ephemeral.  

This suggests that there is an element of ‘correlation does 
not equal causation’ here and that it is not really PR that is 
making some countries see frequent changes in government 
composition. As mentioned earlier, different political cultures are 
perhaps the biggest factor. A read of the ‘termination’ sections 
of Müller and Strøm (2000) will reveal the extent of variation 
between countries whose parties put a premium on stability 
and sticking out the coalition, and those where parties are 

Table 2: Longest Uninterrupted Periods of Parties 
Serving in Government, 1974-23 (excluding Switzerland) 

Country Party Years Duration
Netherlands KVP/CDA3 1939-94 55.0 years
Luxembourg CSV 1926-74 47.9 years
Italy DC 1946-94 47.8 years
Netherlands ARP/CDA3 1952-94 42.0 years
Belgium CVP/PSC4 1958-99 41.0 years
Sweden SAP 1936-76 40.0 years
Finland SFP 1979-15 36.0 years
Luxembourg CSV 1979-13 34.4 years
Austria ÖVP 1987-19 32.3 years
Austria SPÖ 1970-00 29.8 years

‘	�stability in some PR countries comes in a different 
form to that in majoritarian ones, with higher rates 
of (partial) alternation masking a level of relative 
continuity beneath a superficial churn'

This is confirmed when looking at the longest-serving individual 
parties (Table 2), with a few additional observations standing 
out. 1) All the top performers are PR-using countries – quashing 
any notion that fairer voting systems automatically mean 
parties are constantly popping in and out of government, while 
emphasising that stability in some PR countries comes in a 
different form to that in majoritarian ones, with higher rates of 
(partial) alternation masking a level of relative continuity beneath 
a superficial churn. 2) Christian democratic parties hold seven of 
the ten longest stints in office, speaking to their dominance in 
the post-war period in continental Europe. 3) For all the concern 
about PR allowing minor so-called ‘hinge’ parties to stay in office 
for extended periods, the only ‘non-prime ministerial’ party in 
the top ten is Finland’s SFP (Swedish People’s Party), a minority 
party representing the country’s small but significant Swedish-
speaking population. Generally, it is larger parties who tend to 
have the longer uninterrupted stays in power. 

43.0

2	�Owing to its semi-permanent grand coalition, Switzerland is hard to count on this measure as most of the parties that have served on the Federal Council have never left power. 
The only two that have finished a term in office during our study period are the SVP (1930-07, 78 years), who returned to office a year later, and the BDP (2008-15, 8 years). 
Nominally, this gives us an average of 43 years, but only two data points is not really satisfactory to give an average and is not representative of the wider Swiss situation – with the 
other three Federal Council parties having served for 174 years (FDP), 131 years (CVP) and 63 years (SPS). If we pretend that all parties had left office at the end of our study period 
(2022), that would give us an average of 78 years. Regardless, Switzerland undoubtedly outperforms every country in our study on this measure.

3	�The KVP (Catholic People’s Party) and ARP (Anti-Revolutionary Party), as well as the CHU (Christian Historical Union), merged into the CDA (Christian Democratic Appeal), first as 
an electoral alliance for the 1977 election and then as a single party in 1980.

4	�The CVP/PSC split into respective Flemish-speaking (CVP, Christian People’s Party) and French-speaking (PSC, Christian Social Party) parties from 1968. They both, however, 
remained in government together until 1999.
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Broadly, though, when looking at party durations in government, 
there are ultimately two different interpretations of stability at play – 
i.e., what matters more: whether the names of the parties in cabinet 
change, or the overall ideological character of the government? 
Traditionally, the British view has been that stability emanates from 
infrequent changes in partisan composition, even if it means that 
the ideological swings during those periodic changes are quite 
severe. However, the lower degree of security this gives governing 
parties, along with a greater risk of your policies being outright 
reversed if you lose power, can cultivate a culture of short-termism 
in policy-making that is less apparent where changes in government 
are more frequent but far less ideologically seismic. This can be seen 
in what Müller and Strøm (2000) refer to as the first Italian republic’s 
(1946-94) ‘stable instability’ – i.e., despite an air of superficial political 
chaos, the continuously centrist Christian Democracy-led nature 
of the government created a level of longer-term stability in policy. 
Arguably, Britain is the opposite and home to ‘unstable stability’, with 
less frequent changes in governing party masking frequent internal 
party conflict and what the Institute for Government has referred to 
as “chronic short-termism” in policy making (Hoddinott, 2023). 

Government Formation 
It is not just the duration of governments under PR that has 
been queried in the past by opponents of electoral reform; the 
length of time taken to form those governments has also been 
frequently cited as evidence of PR’s supposed destabilising 
effects. Now, here, it is undeniable that British governments 
– normally appointed the day after the election – are formed 
quicker than those on the continent, which can, in some 
countries, take months of negotiations. This extended period 
‘without a government’ is said to lead to uncertainty, with 
potential knock-on effects to the economy. 

It is without doubt that Britain comes top on this measure 
(Figure 13) and, more broadly, it is fairly clear that non-PR-using 
countries do substantially outperform PR users here. Somewhat 
obviously, it is multi-party government that is largely the deciding 
factor: post-election negotiations for coalitions or other 
agreements usually take time that does not need to be taken 
when one party holds a parliamentary majority. On this basic 
point, anti-PR advocates are undeniably (and highly unusually) 
correct. However, are things really this simple? 

Firstly, the ‘official’ time taken to form a government is not 
necessarily an accurate measure of how long it took to form it. 
Contrary to the ‘rush to the Palace’ we see in the UK, in most 
other countries (including fellow non-PR users), there are 
formalities, such as parliamentary investiture votes or waiting for 
election results to be officially certified, that stand in the way of 
the PM’s immediate appointment. The German Chancellor, for 
instance, is elected by the Bundestag (on the recommendation 
of the Federal President), which does not meet until a month 
after polling day, making it impossible for a government to be 
in place any sooner. Indeed, practically the only other western 
democracies to do ‘next day’ prime ministerial appointments as 
standard are Greece and Malta, who use semi-PR and fully PR 
voting systems respectively.

Similarly, the formal formation period is not really indicative 
of how long there was ‘uncertainty’ about who would govern. 
While there are certainly some countries, like the Netherlands 
and Belgium, where coalition negotiations can take place over 
multiple rounds involving various permutations of parties, 
this is not the experience everywhere or always. In countries 
with two-bloc party competition structures, such as those 
in Scandinavia, the post-election period is typically a case of 
deciding which parties in the winning bloc will sit in cabinet and 
which will support the government, with varying degrees of 

Figure 13: Average Post-
Election Cabinet Formation 
Period (Days), 1974-23

formality, from outside. Even in those countries where semi-
official semi-permanent coalitions do not exist, the form of the 
government will often be apparent fairly quickly, with the weeks 
of negotiations instead focussing on securing agreement on the 
policies that government will pursue; in most countries, failed 
rounds of coalition negotiation are a rarity (Müller and Strøm, 
2000: 570). This can all be seen with the current Scholz cabinet in 
Germany: officially, it took ten weeks to form, but it was apparent 
fairly quickly that a so-called ‘traffic light’ rather than a ‘Jamaica’ 
coalition would be formed – it was not ten weeks of uncertainty, 
certainly not by the time that the Bundestag convened (Reuters, 
2021). Plus, as a recent Institute for Government paper 
suggested (Norris et al, 2024), this post-election interregnum 
arguably allows both state and non-state actors to better plan for 
changes in government, rather than simply lurching from a state 
of unknown to a new government in less than a day.

Finally, British schadenfreude on this matter ignores the 
cultural differences that exist around the importance of swift 
government formation. In many European countries, it is not 
viewed as enormously problematic to have a reasonable period 
of coalition negotiation in order to reach an agreement that 
can serve as a basis for effective government. This does, of 
course, have limits – few Belgians would defend the year-and-
a-half taken to negotiate the Di Rupo coalition in 2010/11 (even 
if it was against a backdrop of a major constitutional crisis). In 
the UK, however, we view speed as important, something that 
has still been apparent in all three recent hung elections5, in 
which governments were still always formed in under a week. 
Even in the case of the Conservative-DUP confidence-and-
supply agreement in 2017, which took nearly three weeks to be 
finalised, there was a sufficient level of understanding after only 
three days to allow a new cabinet to be formed. Fundamentally, 
there is no reason to believe that this kind of fast government 
formation could not continue if the UK adopted PR and single-
party majorities became the outlier. Broadly, this can already be 
seen at the devolved level in Scotland and Wales. Because of the 
importance of avoiding post-election uncertainty in our political 
culture, so long as there is the political will to form governments 
fast, fast government formation will be possible, regardless of the 
voting system. 

5	�February 1974 (Conservative-Liberal coalition negotiations aborted, Labour minority government formed within four days of election); 2010 (simultaneous coalition negotiations 
between Liberal Democrats and both major parties, with Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition formed within five days of election); 2017 (Conservative minority government 
formed within three days of election, with confidence-and-supply agreement with Democratic Unionist Party signed 18 days  after election).

Conclusion: PR-using countries do, on average, see slightly 
more frequent alternations in the partisan composition 
of government, though the difference is less clear when 
looking at the amount of time that parties spend in office. 
Notably, the tendency towards only partial alternations in 
many PR countries ensures a level of continuity and stability 
across governments not seen to the same extent in their 
majoritarian counterparts. 

‘	�Britain is the opposite and home to ‘unstable 
stability’, with less frequent changes in governing 
party masking frequent internal party conflict and 
what the Institute for Government has referred to 
as “chronic short-termism” in policy making'

‘	�so long as there is the political will to form 
governments fast, fast government formation 
will be possible, regardless of the voting system'

As a side note, it is worth highlighting that the above data purely 
applies to the formation period of post-election governments, 
not ones formed in between elections, as per an increasing 
number of British cabinets. Recent governmental party 
leadership elections in the UK have often been prolonged affairs: 
between the resignation announcement of the incumbent 
and appointment of the successor, the leadership elections 
that effectively selected Brown, May, Johnson and Truss as 
prime minister lasted 48, 19, 47 and 61 days respectively (with 
Theresa May’s election having been prematurely curtailed). In 
the terminology with which the British often discuss European 
countries, the UK was ‘without a government’ during these 
periods for an average of over six weeks. When these inter-
election government formations are considered, we are left with 
yet another situation where the UK is simply not as exceptional as 
it thinks it is.

Conclusion: PR-using countries do – as a whole – take 
longer to form governments in the aftermath of an election. 
This is due to a combination of the differing institutional 
frameworks in which government formation occurs, 
differing cultural attitudes to the importance of quick 
government formation and, in some cases, varying levels 
of difficulty in forming coalitions. However, how much the 
effects of PR are responsible for this difference is debatable 
as, where the political will exists to form coalitions quickly 
under both types of voting system, it can clearly be done.

Country Commentary: Germany

Given its politics’ synonymy with stability, even boringness, 
it is probably not surprising to see Germany score highly 
on most measures. The country of 16-year Chancellors 
Helmut Kohl and Angela Merkel has seen some of the lowest 
turnover in prime ministers or wider ministers in the last 
fifty years, as well as scoring highly for cabinet durability 
and having low levels of partisan alternation in government. 
Although not quite at the same level as fellow PR-users 
Luxembourg and Switzerland, it is undoubtedly the most 
stable large western democracy.

While pointing to Germany as evidence of the successes of 
PR is a little cliché, the reality is that it is just clear proof alone 
that proportional elections are not a gateway to chaos. 
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As well as units made up of parties, governments are also 
collections of individual ministers whose personal status in or 
out of cabinet serves not just as a public and visible shorthand 
for the stability of a government, but also has deeper effects on 
important matters like policy stability. A change in prime minister, 
even from the same party, will represent a change in direction or 
emphasis and often result from defeats or destabilising disputes. 
Ministerial changes within a department can similarly represent 
a change in policy priorities, while also disrupting ongoing 
departmental work and relationships between the ministry and 
external actors (Sasse et al, 2020). In this chapter, we will examine 
different levels of prime ministerial and ministerial stability.

Prime Ministers 
Prime ministers are not merely the heads of government, but 
also the personification of it – from the public consciousness 
to academic delineations. Changes in prime minister are thus 
important moments of political change, and they are rarely 
‘peaceful’: outside a few genuine retirements, they are near-
exclusively the result of an election defeat, a dispute within a 
party, a dispute between coalition partners or even the outright 
collapse of a coalition – none of which scream stability. In this way, 
how frequently a country changes prime minister can give us a 
clue as to how frequently such crises arise (Figure 14).

Italy’s status at the bottom of the league will surprise no one, with 
its rotating cast of prime ministers a punchline in Italy and around 
the world. Nor will it surprise many that Germany, the country of 
16-year Chancellors Helmut Kohl and Angela Merkel, is sitting 
fairly close to the top. The UK’s fairly middling average, though, 
might be a little surprising at first glance, but it is important to 
remember that for every Thatcher or Blair, there are Callaghans, 
Browns and even a Liz Truss. 

MINISTERIAL STABILITY

Unlike some of our prior measures, the results here are fairly 
close to a normal distribution: most of our countries broadly 
converge around a similar average of around four to six years, with 
just a few outliers at either end. This typical average can be seen 
across both proportional and majoritarian countries, suggesting 
that it is something of a ‘natural’ term of office for a leader in a 
parliamentary democracy. 

However, as with many of our previous measures, we are once 
again confronted by an index with huge levels of variation 
between countries, albeit where the top performers are all users 
of PR. As before, a lot of the variation is explained by different 
political cultures, with intra-party dynamics a key influence here 
(Giannetti and Benoit, 2009). One reason for Italy’s notoriously 
low scores is that, during the era of Christian Democratic 
hegemony, the identity of the prime minister was largely 
determined by factional jostling within the Christian Democrats, 
with no guarantee that the same faction would remain in control 
of the parliamentary party. This created a cycle of change and 
insecure government-parliament relations. In addition to other 
previously mentioned pressures on government durability, such 
as intra-coalition dynamics, it is this kind of factionalism that 
can quite often lead to premature changes in prime minister, 
especially when it is a dominant party (see also Japan’s Liberal 
Democratic Party). Countries with less factional parties or where 
questions of governmental leadership are somewhat separated 
from party political disputes are typically those that see less 
turnover at the top. 

Some might argue that there is a degree of institutional influence 
here too. Modern Germany’s system of ‘constructive votes of 
no confidence’, i.e., where a Chancellor can only be replaced 
by the Bundestag if a successor can prove the support of a 
majority of MPs, is sometimes given as a reason for the post-
war Federal Republic’s greater political stability relative to the 
inter-war Weimar Republic. Whether this is a true cause of 
modern Germany’s stability, however, is harder to know. Belgium 
adopted constructive votes of no confidence in 1994; while they 
have seen a rise in the length of prime ministerial terms – 3.1 
years on average in the thirty years before 1994, 3.6 years after 
– the increase is fairly marginal and the longest-serving PM in 
that period was the one before they were introduced (Wilfried 
Martens, 1981-92). So, while there is a plausible mechanism 
whereby it could lessen prime ministerial turnover in certain 
circumstances, and its mere presence may add to a culture 
of stability in Germany, it seems harder to definitively say that 
constructive votes of no confidence really guarantee stability in 
of themselves. 

But perhaps the strongest indicator of that PR has no 
discernible impact on prime ministerial durability is the fact 
that the Netherlands, whose national list PR system is arguably 
the most proportional voting system in the world, is also one 
of the strongest performers. Considering it is also a country 
with a highly fragmented party system and where changes 
in the partisan composition of government are reasonably 

frequent, such longevity in leaders runs counter to many British 
preconceptions about PR. Indeed, it goes to show that these 
differences in political culture are the real determining factor here, 
with any supposed influence of the voting system overridden by 
a preference for tried-and-tested managerial leaders and their 
abnormally unified parties (between 1998 and 2008, only 0.5% of 
parliamentary votes saw one MP break from their party (Andeweg 
and Thomassen, 2010)). Most critically, though, the Netherlands 
as a case study alone highlights that high levels of proportionality 
and prime ministerial stability are able to co-exist.

This ability to co-exist is confirmed if we narrow our focus to 
just the longest serving prime ministers during our study period 
(Table 3). The top ten is dominated by PR-using countries, with 
some having multiple entries before you even get to the longest-
serving PM of a non-PR-using country. Indeed, pretty much every 
country in our analysis has, at some point, demonstrated an 
ability to keep a prime minister in power for a prolonged period. 
With the exception of France and Italy, all have had at least three 
prime ministers who have served five or more years in office, and 
at least one who has got to eight years (or thereabouts: Norway’s 
Jens Stoltenberg served 7 years and 364 days, and his successor 
Erna Solberg reached 7 years and 363 days). Once again, the 
ability for prime ministers to serve such long periods in power 
under PR voting systems dismantles the credibility of arguments 
that it is an inherently destabilising force.

	� Figure 14: Average Duration 
(Years) of Prime Ministerial 
Term in Office, 1974-23

*	�Switzerland’s seven-member 
cabinet are all equally head of 
government with the position 
of chair rotating between 
members on an annual basis6

Country Prime Minister Party Years Duration
Luxembourg Jean-Claude Juncker CSV 1995-13 18.9 years

Germany Helmut Kohl CDU 1982-98 16.1 years

Germany Angela Merkel CDU 2005-21 16.0 years
Luxembourg Pierre Werner CSV 1959-74 15.3 years
Netherlands Mark Rutte VVD 2010-24 >13.2 years
Austria Bruno Kreisky SPÖ 1970-83 13.1 years
Netherlands Ruud Lubbers CDA 1984-94 11.8 years
Australia John Howard Liberal 1996-07 11.7 years
United Kingdom Margaret Thatcher Conservative 1979-90 11.6 years
Canada Pierre Trudeau Liberal 1968-79 11.1 years

Table 3: Longest Stints as Prime Minister, 1974-23 (excluding Switzerland)

‘	�the ability for prime ministers to serve such 
long periods in power under PR voting systems 
dismantles the credibility of arguments that it 
is an inherently destabilising force’

6	�Switzerland poses an interesting case. From a constitutional perspective, the seven members of the Federal Council are all equally head of government. But the ‘chair’ role, which 
rotates on 1st January every year between the Federal Councillors, is sometimes taken as the de facto equivalent of prime minister and it could thus be argued that Switzerland 
should instead return a score of 1.0 years. However, given that the rotation does not really affect the leadership of the government or result from inter- or intra-party issues, we 
have taken the constitutional position and averaged the terms in office of all Federal Councillors during our study period."
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Perhaps interestingly, if we switch to the other end of the scale 
– shortest-serving prime ministers (Table 4) – we see a list that 
is disproportionately comprised of non-PR users, with six of 
the ten most quickly deposed leaders serving in majoritarian 
countries. Unsurprisingly, this includes the UK’s very own 
executive catastrophe, Liz Truss. Now, this is not to suggest 
that majoritarian voting systems inherently create less stable 
political systems, but rather to further underline our finding that 
the supposed link between voting systems and levels of political 
stability is very hard to justify with the actual data.

If anything, the opposite seems true. Britain and Australia’s 
increasing propensity to change prime minister halfway through 
nearly every parliament makes for two of the clearest drops from 
the earlier fifty-year averages. True, Austria’s chaotic last decade 
does mean that it is a PR user who has seen the largest fall when 
switching to this alternative view. Nonetheless, with PR countries 
taking nine of the top ten slots and Ireland, the Netherlands, 
Norway and Sweden all showing clear improvements (especially 
impressive considering the Netherlands ever-increasing number 
of parties in parliament), it is hard to substantiate a link between 
PR and shorter terms in office. 

Country Prime Minister Party Year(s) Duration
United Kingdom Liz Truss Conservative 2022 49 days
Austria Alexander Schallenberg ÖVP 2021 56 days
New Zealand Mike Moore Labour 1990 59 days
Finland Anneli Jäätteenmäki Kesk 2003 68 days
Canada John Turner Liberal 1984 79 days
Australia Kevin Rudd Labor 2013 83 days
Italy Amintore Fanfani DC 1987 102 days
Canada Kim Campbell PCP 1993 132 days
France Bernard Cazeneuve PS 2016-17 160 days
Belgium Paul Vanden Boeynants PSC 1978-79 165 days

Table 4: Shortest Stints a Prime Minister, 1974-23

Returning to another top ten list (Table 5), we once more see a 
table dominated by PR-using countries, with a number of multi-
decade periods of no partisan alternation seen in proportional 
democracies, something (again) seemingly a speciality for 
Christian democratic parties. This is not to say that PR inherently 
leads to longer periods of one-party control, but to highlight 
that such situations are no less impossible under fairer voting 
systems. 

Of course, whether such extended periods of one party being 
in the driving seat are actually desirable is another matter. While 
undeniably stable, it can be argued that limited alternation 
in power can ultimately render governing parties stale and 
complacent, with extended unchecked stints in power for parties 
additionally linked to increased risk of corruption (Schleiter and 
Voznaya, 2014). This is particularly problematic in the UK owing 
to the predominance of single-party majority governments, 
the comparatively limited checks on executive power, and 
the negligible ability of non-governing parties to meaningfully 
participate in the legislative process. 

Figure 15: Average Duration 
(Years) of Last Five Prime 
Minister’s Terms in Office

Prime Ministerial Partisanship 
As with the earlier cabinet-governments distinction, some might 
argue that changes between prime ministers of the same party 
are not as inherently ‘destabilising’ an event as a change between 
parties, owing to the obvious greater continuities, even when  
the new leader pledges to take things in a new direction.  
To try and factor this in, let’s turn to looking at how frequently  
the partisanship of the prime minister changes, rather than 
merely the individual (Figure 16).

Non-PR-users do here tilt slightly towards the higher end of 
the scale, but ultimately, it is yet another case where there is so 
much variation between PR users that drawing any kind of explicit 
causal connection is not viable. It is worth noting that Italy’s score 
is pulled up a bit by the pre-1994 dominance of the Christian 
Democrats and, again, there are questions thrown up when 
considering what the ‘prime minister’ is in Switzerland7.

‘	�six of the ten most quickly deposed leaders have 
served in majoritarian countries'
Pivoting to a more contemporary view, PR also stands in good 
stead if we look at how long the most recent prime ministers 
alone have served in office (Figure 15). While not especially 
different to our main measure of prime ministerial durability, the 
increasingly multi-party nature of many parliaments in recent 
years, and proportional ones in particular, might be expected to 
have had a negative effect on stability. 

Conclusion: PR-using countries do not inherently see 
more frequent changes in prime minister than non-
PR-using countries. In fact, the countries who tend to 
see the longest-serving heads of government all use 
PR to elect their national parliaments. 

Conclusion: PR does not inherently lead to more frequent 
alternation in the party of the prime minister, with the 
overwhelming majority of instances of prolonged one-party 
control of the top job being in proportional countries.

Figure 16: Average Duration 
(Years) Between Changes 
in Partisanship of Prime 
Minister, 1974-23

Country Party Years Duration
Luxembourg CSV 1926-74 47.9 years
Sweden SAP 1936-76 40.0 years
Italy DC 1946-81 35.0 years
Luxembourg CSV 1979-13 34.4 years
Austria SPÖ 1970-00 29.8 years
France Gaullists 1959-81 22.4 years
Belgium CVP 1979-99 20.3 years
United Kingdom Conservatives 1979-97 18.0 years
Netherlands CDA 1977-94 16.7 years
Canada Liberal 1963-79 16.1 years

Table 5: Longest Periods Without Change in 
Prime Ministerial Party (excluding Switzerland)

7	�As earlier, we have taken the constitutional position and decided to treat the partisanship of the head of government position as equivalent to the overall partisanship of the  
Federal Council, given that all seven members are equal in status (and not in the typical Prime Minister is primus inter pares legal fiction way). If you wish to take the alternative view, 
Switzerland’s score taking into account chair rotation is 1.2 years (there are several occasions where the position was sequentially rotated between two members of the same party).  
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from government or because a new coalition results in a new 
round of portfolio allocations to parties (though the subject 
specialist nature of politicians in some countries, most notably 
the Netherlands, means that re-allocation does not necessarily 
mean inter-departmental transfers). Conversely, in Britain 
and other Westminster-style systems, the changes are more 
discretionary, with our system of regular spontaneous and 
substantial reshuffles meaning that ministers, as well as some 
newly promoted backbenchers or junior ministers, get put on 
a merry-go-round and moved between departments for a 
variety of reasons not particularly linked to personal expertise or 
government effectiveness. 

Figure 17: Average Duration 
(Years) of Cabinet Minister 
Term in Office, 1974-23

Figure 18: Ministerial Turnover 
Relative to Government Party 
Alternation, 1974-23

Cabinet Ministers 
For all their crucial status as figureheads, prime ministers are not 
the only part of the government; it is with their cabinet ministers 
where many day-to-day decisions on policy and implementation 
are made. Instability here in particular has the potential to have 
more direct knock-on effects on the wider world. If PR is the great 
destabilising force it is made out to be, we should expect to see 
greater ministerial turnover in PR-using countries. 

To look at ministerial turnover, we are going to count how 
frequently there was a change in minister in each post (e.g., 
finance minister, interior minister, etc.) (Figure 17). In cases where 
a minister remained in a portfolio that was renamed or partially 
but not substantively altered, as with Jeremy Hunt serving as 
Secretary of State for Health then Secretary of State for Health 
and Social Care, this has been merged into one single term. In 
cases where an individual held multiple portfolios at once, for 
instance in Luxembourg where this is the overwhelming norm, 
these have been disentangled and counted separately (although, 
with the UK, some sinecure positions like the Lord Privy Seal 

have only been counted if they were held with no other portfolio). 
Only full cabinet ministers have been counted, owing to the major 
differences in the position (or existence) of junior ministers in 
different countries.

While the non-PR users are all clustered towards the bottom of 
the table, barring a few typically high-performing exceptions, there 
is not much variation between countries in terms of a cabinet 
minister’s tenure in any one post, with around two-to-three years 
being the norm. Of course, this relative uniformity marks a distinct 
change to the survivability of cabinets or the frequency of changes 
in partisan composition that we examined earlier. 

Figure 18 compares the rates of ministerial turnover to the rate 
of government party alternation, broadly showing the rate of 
‘voluntary’ cabinet reshuffles relative to ‘involuntary’ ones. This 
helps explain some of the differences between the countries 
where ministers are not sticking in one post for long. In Italy, this 
is because wholesale changes in government are more frequent, 
with ministers leaving post because their party is also departing 

‘	�our system of regular spontaneous and substantial 
reshuffles means that ministers get put on a 
merry-go-round and moved between departments 
for a variety of reasons not particularly linked to 
personal expertise or government effectiveness'

Figure 19a: British 
Ministerial Durability by 
Parliament Appointed

‘	�Cabinet ministers appointed so far in the current 
parliament have served in one post for just eight 
months, not something anybody could defend as 
strong or stable government’

An additional notable aspect of the British case is the increasing 
frequency and comprehensiveness of these reshuffles (Figure 
19a). Ministers appointed between the 1970s and 2005 generally 
remained in one office for between two and three years. Since 
2005, however, averages have fallen below two years in four out 
of five parliaments and below 18 months in three, with a clear 
downward trend. Cabinet ministers appointed so far in the current 
parliament (elected in 2019) have served in one post for just 
eight months, not something anybody could defend as strong or 
stable government (unlike our only recent experience of coalition 
government at the national level). The high turnover crisis is even 
more acute at the junior ministerial level, with the housing minister 
an oft-cited example (25 holders since the 1997 election, changing 
hands seven times since the 2019 election alone). This has 
obvious implications in terms of the effectiveness of government, 
something organisations like the Institute for Government have 
reported extensively on, including ironically starting this parliament 
with a report on ‘the case for keeping ministers in post longer’ 
(Sasse et al, 2020). 
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The somewhat exceptional nature of the UK’s weak and weakening 
performance in terms of ministerial turnover can be highlighted by 
comparing the situation to that in PR-using Germany (Figure 19b). 
There, ministers will typically serve in one post for the full duration 
of parliament, if not even longer. And while there is some variation 
over time, there is both no trend towards either longer or shorter 
stints in one office and the worst ministerial durability score for an 
individual German parliament (3.1 years, 1994-98) is still higher 
than the strongest score for a UK parliament (2.8 years, 1997-01). 
It is a consistently higher level of stability, stability squared even. 
Of course, as has been discussed, cultural differences play a major 
role here – British-style mid-term reshuffles are incredibly rare in 
Germany, with the cabinet of the 2002-05 parliament not even 
seeing a single change over its life, in part down to Germany’s 
unusually policy-oriented (rather than office-oriented) approach 
to cabinet appointments (Laver and Hunt, 1992). 

	� Figure 19b: German 
Ministerial Durability by 
Parliament Appointed

*	�Score for 1987-90 
Bundestag excludes five 
short-lived ‘Minister of 
Special Affairs’ appointed in 
October 1990 in relation to 
the unification of Germany.

2000). While it would ultimately be up to parties to move towards 
a more policy-oriented view of cabinet appointments, electoral 
reform would help push things in that direction. At the very least, 
the near-consistently longer-serving nature of cabinet ministers 
in PR-using countries suggests we could at least reverse our 
current trend.

Country Commentary: France

Second only to Italy in the instability stakes, France’s 
majoritarian Two-Round System upholds neither side of 
the supposed trade-off between the representativeness 
of election results (having the least proportional results on 
average) and the stability of government. France is home to 
some of the most frequent changeovers in prime ministers, 
cabinet ministers and cabinets themselves, as well as 
having by far the highest levels of inter-parliament volatility 
of any of the countries in our study. The only matter on 
which France does perform notably well is government 
formation, though this is as part of a longer transitional 
period that begins with the presidential elections (currently 
around two months before the legislative elections).

What is apparent across our examination of the 17 countries 
included in this study is that there is just so much variation in 
stability levels between countries who merely happen to share 
the same category of voting system. This suggests that it must 
be other factors, such as wider institutional or cultural differences, 
that are driving such vast ranges in performance.

To really gauge the effect of a single factor, we would need an 
example where one country changed their voting system and 
not much else. Luckily, we have such an example in New Zealand, 
who chose to move from First Past the Post to Mixed-Member 
PR in the mid-1990s, providing us with a unique example of 
an established western democracy undertaking wholesale 
permanent electoral reform in the modern era. If PR is the great 
destabiliser, as alleged by its detractors, we should expect to see a 
significant impact on New Zealand’s stability in the past 30 years…

1974-96 1996-23
Parliamentary Term Completion 98.2% 98.1% of term
Inter-Parliamentary Volatility8 14.4% 16.2% of seats
Prime Ministerial Turnover 2.98 4.72 years
Ministerial Turnover 2.68 2.63 years
Prime Minister Party Alternation 5.97 8.27 years
Cabinet Duration 90.9% 85.3% of term
Government Party Alternation 4.80 4.66 years
Party Duration in Government 4.67 6.34 years
Cabinets Per Parliament 1.50 1.44 cabinets
Post-Election Cabinet Formation 12 26 days

Table 6: New Zealand Stability Before and After Introduction of PR

‘	�the worst ministerial durability score for 
an individual German parliament 3.1 years, 
1994-98 is still higher than the strongest 
score for a UK parliament 2.8 years, 1997-01’
Crucially, Britain’s revolving cabinet door has clear real-world 
implications, with the IfG viewing it as a major contributory factor 
to the UK’s highly damaging tendency towards short-termist 
policy-making and regarding addressing “the unsustainable level 
of churn” as essential to delivering a “stable long-term policy 
agenda” (Hoddinott, 2023). With this in mind, the more consistent 
and longer ministerial tenures in PR-using countries should not 
be ignored. While nothing is, of course, guaranteed, PR’s adoption 
in the UK could create an environment in which a cultural change 
is possible, particularly with a switch to coalition government 
as standard. Not just, as mentioned earlier, can coalitions lead 
to greater continuities across governments, but the process 
of coalition negotiation and agreement typically at least semi-
formalises a government’s policy objectives and portfolio 
allocation, with political penalties for breach (Müller and Strøm, 

Conclusion: PR-using countries do not see greater 
turnover in cabinet ministers than those that use 
majoritarian voting systems, instead seeing higher 
average levels of portfolio stability across government.

CASE STUDY: NEW ZEALAND 

…and we don’t. There are a few small changes – governments do 
take slightly longer to get formed (though all but the first post-
1996 governments have been formed before the first meeting 
of parliament) and prime ministers do actually spend longer 
in power (partially this is down to Jim Bolger crossing eras and 
being included in the latter, but, even moving him across, PR still 
leads at 4.3 to 3.6 years). Overall, though, it is almost shocking 
how similar most of the measures register when looking before 
and after the introduction of PR. Even the tiniest of gaps are 
often the result of one-offs: the slightly lower post-1996 score 
for cabinet duration is solely down to some instability during the 
first (arguably transitional) term – it is 95% when looking at all 
later terms. Additionally, while inter-parliament volatility does 
marginally increase post-reform, volatility has also risen for 
the FPTP constituency results alone (to 15.4%), with the FPTP 
volatility higher than the overall MMP volatility in five of the ten PR 
elections.

‘	�New Zealand’s experience, then, is pretty 
much as clear-cut as we can get on this 
matter: disproportional results are in no way 
a necessary trade-off for political stability’

Conclusion: Since the adoption of a proportional voting 
system, New Zealand has not seen any adverse change in 
its levels of political stability. As ever when we look at the 
effects of the 1990s Kiwi electoral reform, it is apparent 
that the advertised benefits of PR have arrived, while the 
claimed disadvantages have failed to materialise. 

New Zealand’s experience, then, is pretty much as clear-cut 
as we can get on this matter: disproportional results are in no 
way a necessary trade-off for political stability. Kiwis might now 
have more parties represented in parliament and have moved 
from an age of single-party majority government as standard 
to one where the norm is some form of multi-party governing 
arrangement, but this has not made the country’s parliaments or 
governments any less stable. 

8	�For the 1996 election, volatility has been calculated against what the 1993 election would have been under MMP, so as not to count the larger than average change caused by the 
switch in voting system as attributable to the new voting system itself.
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The only other country in our study that has undergone any 
significant electoral reform in the last fifty years has been Italy, 
which, after wide-reaching political scandals in the early 1990s 
that affected all five governing parties, sought to reform many 
aspects of the political system. Part of this involved replacing 
Italy’s highly proportional List PR system (classica) with a series 
of semi-proportional voting systems: first to a Parallel Vote 
system with Negative Vote Transfers (mattarellum) in 1993; then 
a Guaranteed Majority System (porcellum) from 2005; and finally 
to a standard Parallel Vote system (rosatellum) in 2017. It was 
hoped that the reforms could both increase political stability 
and encourage two-party competition, with the permanent 
governance of Christian Democracy (DC) and semi-permanent 
governance of the other members of the pentapartito (PSI, 
PSDI, PLI, PRI) widely accepted to have enabled corruption.  
The question, though, is has the change worked as intended?

Table 7: Italy Stability Before and After 1990s Electoral Reforms

Across most of our measures, stability has undeniably 
increased somewhat – parliaments complete more of their 
term, prime ministers and cabinets all sit for longer, while 
post-election cabinets are formed slightly more quickly. 
However, despite the improvement on many measures, 
the changes are still relatively small and not great enough 
to move the country significantly up the leaderboard, with 
post-1994 Italy still a worse performer than the other 16 
countries in terms of turnover of prime ministers, cabinet 
ministers and parties in government. Post-reform Italy has 
also gone from having one of the least volatile parliaments in 
western Europe to one of the most volatile, and, due to the 
demise of the once dominant DC, the partisan alternation of 
prime ministers has actually become more frequent.

How much these changes – positive or negative – are really to 
do with the electoral reforms, though, seems slight. Firstly, this 
is because it was not really the classica voting system that was 
responsible for the political instability of pre-1994 Italy in the first 
place. Frequent alternations in prime minister primarily stemmed 
from the highly factional nature of the DC, who held the office 
for much of the so-called ‘first republic’; petty factionalism was 
also present in the other significant parties. Additionally, regular 
changes in coalition composition were encouraged by a culture of 
self-interest among government parties, including the other four 
frequent coalition parties cognisant of the limited options for DC 
(around 30-40% of parliament being taken up by the off-limits 
communist PCI and post-fascist MSI) and thus secure in the 
knowledge that they could resign from office on point of principle, 
yet still be back in cabinet fairly quickly.

Instead, the small improvements in stability are largely down to 
changes in political culture – primarily in terms of new dynamics 
of party competition. Rather than a succession of centrist 
DC-dominated coalitions comprised of some combination of 
the pentapartito, elections are now fought and typically won 
by opposing left and right blocs. This makes ending a coalition 
riskier for participating parties, as your opponents could now get 
in, instead of just another similar coalition. Many of the parties 
that comprise these blocs also tend to be built more around an 
individual leader and their personal appeal, thus making internal 
power struggles that affect the identity of the prime minister less 
frequent or consequential. 

While some might only link the change in party system to the 
change in voting system, the decline of the DC, recalibration 
of the former Communist Party as a centre-left party and the 
emergence of right-wing populists beyond the post-fascist MSI 
all began before the change in voting system, and, together, 
would likely have led to the emergence of a new inter-party 
dynamic anyway (particularly with DC’s inability to claim to be the 
only way to keep the now defunct Communists out of power any 
longer). 

In all, Italy has its own unique politics, the contours of which have 
been only tangentially impacted by changes to the voting system.

CASE STUDY: ITALY

1974-94 1994-23
Parliamentary Term Completion 73.2% 81.4% of term
Inter-Parliamentary Volatility 9.7% 27.5% of seats
Prime Ministerial Turnover 1.49 2.03 years
Ministerial Turnover 1.48 1.84 years
Prime Minister Party Alternation 6.83 2.84 years
Cabinet Duration 34.4% 55.6% of term
Government Party Alternation 1.30 1.58 years
Party Duration in Government 5.32 2.83 years
Cabinets Per Parliament 3.50 2.57 cabinets
Post-Election Cabinet Formation 54 42 days

Conclusion: Italy’s political stability has marginally improved 
since the semi-deproportionalising electoral reforms during 
the early 1990s. However, such changes should not be 
overstated, with the country remaining a poor performer 
across most measures of political stability. Furthermore, the 
idea that it was the introduction of these less proportional 
voting systems that enabled such changes does not seem 
particularly compelling, with the changes in the structure 
of the party system and partisan competition more likely to 
have played a major role in altering the political culture.
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Throughout this report, there have been two repeated 
conclusions – contrary to popular misconception, there is no 
link between voting systems and levels of political stability, 
but there is a great deal of variation between users of similar 
voting systems. Where appropriate, we have briefly tried to 
give explanations for some of this variation, but this has been 
sporadic and not the same across all our measures. So, in this 
section, we are going to give a little more examination to other 
potential causes of this variation and see if we can identify any 
consistent patterns. Obviously, there is not the room to go into 
every single potential factor in a great deal of depth or have 
charts plotting everything against each of our ten measures; nor 
would that be particularly warranted given the general purpose 
of this study. Instead, we are just going to give a brief look at 
several potential alternative explanations of variations in political 
stability, to add colour and context to the rest of our findings. 

More detail about the strength of the relationship between 
these additional factors and stability can be found in Appendix IV.

Party Systems 
One of the institutions other than voting systems themselves 
most commonly linked to political instability is the party system, 
or, more specifically, multi-partyism. The assertion by advocates 
of FPTP often goes that two-party systems mean single-
party government which means stability, while multi-party 
systems mean coalition which means chaos. However, as we 
demonstrated earlier, in Figure 7, typical coalitions are no less 
stable on average than single-party majority cabinets, with any 
destabilising conflict that does exist merely shifting from being 
inter-party to intra-party. Even so, it is still worth examining the 
relationship (or lack of) between multi-partyism and stability. 

Figure 20: Level of Multi-Partyism and Cabinet 
Durability, 1974-23

Of course, the voting system is not wholly irrelevant 
here. Although not to the extent often portrayed, there is 
undeniably a degree of a relationship between voting systems 
and levels of multi-partyism, with PR systems typically allowing 
(though not creating) a higher number of reasonably sized 
parliamentary parties. There are many caveats around this, 
including between different types of PR system and the 
relationship between proportionality and parties not being 
perfect, but there is the potential for party systems to exist as 
an intervening variable between voting systems and stability.

Figure 21: Average Number of Parties and Stability Performance in PR and Non-PR Countries, 1974-23

countries, but stability levels have been more erratic and have 
both improved and worsened depending on which measure 
you are looking at. With that in mind, it becomes even harder 
to substantiate a link between higher numbers of parties and 
more cabinet or parliamentary instability, as, if anything, there is 
a mild correlation between more parties and stability, though a 
relationship that is very likely non-causal. 

It would additionally be negligent not to note that, while these 
three stability measures have improved over time, one has 
noticeably gone in the opposite direction – post-election 
government formation. In the first 15 years of our study, PEG 
formation in PR countries took an average of 40 days; in the 
last 15 years, it has nearly doubled to 79 days. Of course, there 
are the caveats around variation between countries (lower in 
Scandinavia and New Zealand) and about cultural differences to 

‘	�we find little evidence that more parties mean 
a less stable politics'

But when plotting our stability measures against the most 
commonly used measure of multi-partyism (Effective Number 
of Parliamentary Parties (ENPP)), as in Figure 20 against cabinet 
durability, we find little evidence that more parties mean a less 
stable politics. The results are a broad scatter – two-party 
dominant systems, moderately multi-party systems and highly 
multi-party systems all produce examples of above and below 
average levels of governmental stability. This same lack of a trend 
is also true when comparing against other measures of stability, 
such as parliamentary or prime ministerial terms. While it might 
be arguable that more parties present a challenge in certain 
regards, it is clearly a challenge that many countries are more 
than capable of meeting.

Growing Multi-Partyism, Growing Instability? 
One of the unusual characteristics of party systems, though, is 
that they are not static. Most institutions, including the voting 
system, rarely change substantively, but party systems can 
become more or less multi-party from election-to-election. 
This gives us the ability to switch from a latitudinal view (across 
countries) to a longitudinal view (over time). The number of 
parties in most western parliaments has grown in the last fifty 
years, so, if the presence of more parties does increase instability, 
we should expect to see stability rates fall. 

Figure 21 shows four charts comparing the average effective 
number of parliamentary parties, completion rates of the last five 
parliaments, duration of last five prime ministers’ terms, and the 
durability rates of the last five cabinets in both PR-using and non-
PR-using countries at the end of each of the last fifty years.

What we can see in Figure 21 is that, while the number of parties 
in PR-elected parliaments has indeed increased over time, all 
three of our core stability (parliamentary terms, prime ministerial 
terms and cabinet durability) measures have also improved in 
proportional democracies over the last five decades. Conversely, 
the number of parties has remained flatter in non-PR-using 

‘	�the number of parties has remained flatter in 
non-PR-using countries, but stability levels have 
been more erratic'

coalition negotiations, etc., but it nonetheless remains a stark 
increase. It is also possible to see a causal mechanism here – 
more multi-partyism means more parties are likely required for 
a majority, which has the potential to prolong negotiations. That 
said, the truth is likely multi-causal (e.g., evolutions in patterns of 
government formation) and, as identified earlier, fast government 
formation is always possible if the will to do so exists and 
parties make choices that better facilitate it (e.g., pre-electoral 
coalitions/pacts).

Institutions 
Before we discuss political behaviour, it would be remiss not to 
briefly touch upon broader constitutional institutions, which are, 
ultimately, the arena in which politics takes place and play a role in 
shaping a country’s political culture. There are some cases where 
certain rules or institutions do undoubtedly have an impact. 
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As we noted when looking at parliamentary term completion, 
differing ‘fixedness’ of parliamentary terms helps explain some of 
the variation we see between countries. Similarly, there are cases 
of institutional curiosities which may help explain aspects of a 
country’s stability levels, such as the Swiss parliament’s limited 
powers over a government after its election aiding their relative 
sturdiness. Trying to build broad widely applicable laws, though, is 
a bit harder.

Parliament, as the central political institution in our countries, 
is where you would expect institutional differences to be most 
deterministic. There has often been a tendency to blame 
governmental instability on overbearing parliaments, such as 
the Gaullists holding the old French parliament responsible for 
the cabinet instability of the 1950s. Unfortunately, the relative 
strength of parliaments is not the easiest thing to measure, 
though it has been attempted (Chernykh et al, 2017; Sieberer, 
2011; V-Dem, 2022; Wehner, 2006). There are always issues 
around the difference between theoretical and actual powers, 
as well as parliaments not necessarily being consistently strong 
or weak (e.g., the Irish Dáil holds limited direct influence on 
policy-making but has above average powers on the selection 
of officeholders and control of the cabinet (Sieberer, 2011)). 
Nonetheless, there are some cases where things are quite 
clear cut: few would deny that the ‘working’ Dutch, German 
or Scandinavian parliaments broadly sit at the stronger end of 
western legislatures, while the ‘talking’ French National Assembly 
and Westminster-style parliaments of the UK, Canada and New 
Zealand sit at the weaker end. Crucially, while you might be able 
to argue a slight tilt in favour of stronger parliaments co-existing 
with more stable politics, any kind of categorisation criss-crosses 
our measures of stability – Italy’s parliament is reasonably strong, 
and Denmark, home to an incredibly powerful committee system, 
is quite inconsistent on our stability measures.

And this is the problem you find with any attempt to find 
institutional explanations for instability – there is so much 
variation within any divide you can build. Bicameralism? 
Parliaments with two powerful chambers include both Germany 
and Italy, while the single chamber Nordics noticeably vary in 
performance on our stability measures. Do government ministers 
sit in parliament? Countries with high ministerial turnover include 
Australia (where ministers can sit in the legislature) and France 
(where they can’t), while countries where they serve longer 
include Austria (can) and the Netherlands (can’t). Federalism? 
Our most decentralised countries include the highly stable 
Germany and the less stable Belgium, while the most centralised 
countries include both Luxembourg and Ireland. This is the story 
over and over again. Beyond a few limited and specific cases, 
stability simply cuts across most variation in institutions. 

Culture and Behaviour 
While all-encompassing institutional explanations for political 
stability might not work, there does obviously still have to be a 
reason for the variation – cabinets don’t just collapse at random. 
So, if it is not the ‘rules of the game’, our attention must turn 

to the players. Everyday political choices made by politicians 
are obviously central to explaining why x or y events happened, 
but those decisions are made within the context of a broader 
political culture, some aspects of which may help to explain 
certain outcomes (for instance, as we have previously discussed, 
different rates of post-election cabinet formation are heavily 
influenced by different political cultural norms).

One key aspect of this is party unity, lower levels of which have 
often been viewed as unconducive to governmental stability. 
This is because the mathematics of coalitions (or single-party 
governments) are built on the assumption of parties as unified 
actors; when factionalism makes this untrue, management 
of government becomes harder (Giannetti and Benoit, 2009). 
Unsurprisingly, there is some truth to this rule. The three 
countries with the highest average number of cabinets per 
parliament – Finland, France and Italy – all have significantly 
below average scores for party cohesion (V-Dem, 2022). While 
Switzerland and the UK, who both have below average numbers 
of cabinets per parliament, are the other weak scorers on party 
cohesion, arguably Switzerland’s performance is mitigated by 
institutional factors, and few would dispute that Britain’s periods 
of instability tend to coincide with heightened governing party 
disunity. The connection between party unity and certain 
aspects of stability can also be seen when comparing turnover 
in prime minister (Figure 14) and the partisanship of the prime 
minister (Figure 16). Those where the individual changes 
relatively more frequently than the party are the countries with 
less unified parties, like France, Italy, and also Japan. Meanwhile, 
countries where the two changes typically coincide are those 
with more united parties, like Denmark or Ireland, as there is less 
internal pressure to change party leadership.

However, party unity can only take you so far. In a coalition, 
even if you have highly unified individual parties, it will be the 
relationships between the parties that are often most crucial 
in ensuring the longevity of the government. Relationships 
will, of course, vary from coalition to coalition, but sometimes 
fractiousness is more embedded in a nation’s political psyche. 
Laver and Hunt’s (1992) survey on party systems found that 
Italian (as well as Icelandic and Israeli) cabinets were far more 
likely to publicly disagree with each other than those in other 
western democracies, very likely a contributory factor to their 
short-lived nature. Similarly, Müller and Strøm’s (2000) study of 
coalition governments shows a correlation between countries 
with less disciplined coalitions, such as Belgium, Finland and 
Italy, and shorter-lived cabinets, including a higher frequency of 
government terminations due to inter-party disputes. At the 
other end, countries like Austria, Germany and Luxembourg, 
where coalition agreements often dictate high levels of discipline, 
tend to see fewer coalition-ending inter-party disputes. However, 
the overlap is not perfect: France and Ireland, who are two of the 
weaker performers in terms of cabinet durability, were found 
by both studies to have fairly united and disciplined coalitions, 
suggesting their relatively short-lived nature has another source.

We have touched on it a little in this section, but it is crucial to 
also stress the variation which occurs in each country from 
government-to-government. Every country in our study has 
had at least one period of governmental instability, even the 
ultra-stable (see Luxembourg’s cabinet crisis in 2013 or the 
fallout from the Swiss Federal Council election in 2007). This is 
particularly true in Britain, which has oscillated between periods 
of reasonably stable government (such as 1997 to 2015) and 
eras of political chaos (like the 1970s, the 1992-97 parliament 
or the last few years). Some might solicit quasi-institutional 
explanations here, such as pointing out that many of the UK’s 
periods of chaos involved minority government, but there are 
many cases of minority governments governing stably and 
the current UK parliament has a fairly large majority; stability 
would have been more possible if the politicians involved had 
made different decisions. It might seem obvious to say, but 
every cabinet that collapses, every early election that is called, 
is ultimately down to a political choice. Certain cultural and 
institutional factors may push some of those choices in one 
direction or the other, but the final decision is ultimately on the 
politicians themselves. 

Norway vs Sweden 
Perhaps the easiest way to wrap this all up together is to 
turn to the Scandinavian neighbours of Norway and Sweden. 
From an institutional perspective, they are nearly as similar 
as it possible for two countries to get: from near-identically 
powerful unicameral parliaments (Chernykh et al, 2017; 
Sieberer, 2011; Wehner, 2006) to matching moderately low 
levels of regionalisation (Hooghe et al, 2021) to even broadly 
indistinguishable voting systems (both tiered semi-open party list 
systems with a 4% threshold for nationally allocated seats)9. The 
overlap also extends to certain aspects of their political cultures, 
with highly comparable multi-party systems, both with two-bloc 
competition and an historically dominant social democratic party, 
and a tendency towards minority government. In all, a natural 
experiment.

Yet, as we see in Table 8, when you compare Norway and 
Sweden’s performance on our ten stability measures, there is 
not just clear variation, but Sweden near-universally outperforms 
Norway. Even when you account for party-related alternation 
scores for Sweden being slightly inflated by our study period 
just catching the end of the Social Democrats’ multi-decade 
period in office, Sweden still beats Norway on the eight measures 
on which it leads by an average of 25% and never by less than 
17%. Such variation between so institutionally similar countries 
highlights the clear limitations of institutional explanations of 
stability, including voting systems. The only plausible explanation 
for the stability gap between Norway and Sweden is differences in 
the behaviour of political actors and small differences in political 
culture (such as inter-party relationships in Norway being more 
issue-by-issue than in Sweden (Arter, 2016)).

9	�Of course, one major institutional difference between Norway and Sweden is the latter’s membership of the European Union since 1995. But, considering both the divergent levels 
of political stability performance among EU member states (from Italy to Luxembourg) and the lack of a credible mechanism by which EU membership could stabilise the domestic 
political scene to that degree, it is hard to see a possible causal link. 

‘	�It might seem obvious to say, but every cabinet 
that collapses, every early election that is called, 
is ultimately down to a political choice’

Norway Sweden
Parliamentary Term Completion 100.0% 100.0% of term
Inter-Parliamentary Volatility 14.6% 10.1% of seats
Prime Ministerial Turnover 3.69 4.41 years
Ministerial Turnover 2.28 2.88 years
Prime Minister Party Alternation 4.80 9.56 years
Cabinet Duration 74.6% 87.1% of term
Government Party Alternation 3.43 5.91 years
Party Duration in Government 4.24 7.49 years
Cabinets Per Parliament 1.8 1.4 cabinets
Post-Election Cabinet Formation 23 26 days

Table 8: Stability in Norway and Sweden, 1974-23
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Summary 
Ultimately, it is hard not to conclude that the primary causal 
factor in terms of parliamentary and governmental stability is 
simply those frustratingly immeasurable factors like political 
culture and in-the-moment choices by political actors. Cabinets 
collapse, not because they had to, not because of any ‘laws’ of 
institutional design, but because the parties involved were not 
invested in them continuing or genuinely could no longer work 
together. Prime ministers get replaced mid-term, not because 
the voting system or the strength of parliamentary powers 
made it so, but because of decisions taken in the party tearoom. 
Speedy government formation does not derive from a single line 
of the constitution, rather a will and cultural pressure to do so. 
There are exceptions to this, where certain institutional factors 
do indeed affect stability in a limited and specific way, or particular 
countries where unique institutional elements play a role. But 
there is so much variation between countries that have similar 
set-ups, as well as within countries over time, that attempts 
to build unified institutional explanations of stability will always 
come undone. This is not to say that institutional design does not 
matter in any way; it does, it just has its limitations. 

OVERALL CONCLUSIONS

Across our ten main political stability indices, there have been two 
main themes: a lot of variation, and PR-using countries near-
consistently outperforming conventional wisdom. On nearly 
every measure, it has been proportional democracies that have 
been the most stable of our 17 countries, with most PR users 
always reaching what would be viewed as a reasonable level of 
political stability. Granted, there have been cases where a small 
number of PR users performed poorly, but the same can be said 
for those that use majoritarian systems. Two-Round System-
user France is practically as deserving of an ‘unstable’ reputation 
as the notorious Italy, which, let’s not forget, currently uses the 
least proportional system of any of our ‘PR users’.

Throughout, there have been considerable levels of overlap 
between the two categories of voting system, albeit with a 
handful of PR countries coming out on top on nearly all measures, 
demonstrating beyond doubt that the highest levels of stability 
are fully achievable under a fairer voting system. And with that 
the case, the only reasonable conclusion is that no noteworthy 
correlative, let alone causal, relationship exists between choice of 
voting system and levels of political stability. Indeed, if we actually 
look at the average performance of our PR and non-PR users 
across our ten main measures, even if such a relationship were to 
exist, it would not be in majoritarian systems’ favour. 

This is not to assert that the opposite is true, and that PR actually 
inherently creates greater levels of political stability, but simply 
to highlight that looking at it purely through this voting system-
based binary hides the significant amount of variation that 
exists between users of similar voting systems, or indeed similar 
institutions of many kinds. When you ignore that variation, you 
ignore the reality that it is deeper differences in political culture 
and behaviour that are the true shapers of levels of political 

PR Non-PR
Parliamentary Term Completion 88.8% 82.3% of term
Inter-Parliamentary Volatility 13.1% 17.5% of seats
Prime Ministerial Turnover 5.62 4.12 years
Ministerial Turnover 3.14 2.06 years
Prime Minister Party Alternation 9.63 8.28 years
Cabinet Duration 72.1% 70.3% of term
Government Party Alternation 5.44 6.93 years
Party Duration in Government 11.37 7.46 years
Cabinets Per Parliament 1.62 1.66 cabinets
Post-Election Cabinet Formation 54 10 days

Table 9: Average Stability Measures Across our 17 PR and Non-PR-Using Countries

stability. Of course, the voting system does have a degree of 
influence on said culture, but, if PR is playing a role in shaping the 
cultures of both the most and least politically stable western 
democracies, that suggests its influence on stability levels is fairly 
minor or, at the very least, highly mitigatable.

The lack of a causal relationship is probably clearest when 
looking at our case study of New Zealand, where there has been 
negligible change in their levels of political stability since the 
introduction of a proportional system in 1996. This is despite 
election results becoming significantly more proportional, 
parliament becoming more multi-party, governments shifting 
away from single-party majorities as standard and associated 
reforms that have somewhat increased the power of parliament – 
all factors that British conventional wisdom holds should create a 
less stable politics. As ever, New Zealand’s reform demonstrates 
that the positive effects of PR, as heralded by its supporters, 
are real, while the supposed negative effects, as claimed by its 
opponents, tend to be little more than baseless fear-mongering 
derived from a few cherry-picked and context-shorn anecdotes.

Broadly, we would expect something similar were the UK to switch 
to a proportional voting system. The experiences of Europe and 
New Zealand just do not suggest that the adoption of a fairer 
voting system would change the stability of our politics, certainly 
not by itself. And this works in both directions: we would neither 
experience the chronic instability that is said to have plagued Italy, 
but nor would we attain Luxembourg’s levels of calm constancy – 
not without substantial changes to our wider political culture on a 
scale that did not materialise in New Zealand.

This is because the fundamental reality of PR is simple: it creates 
more representative parliaments, it makes votes matter, it 
ensures a more pluralistic range of voices are heard in the policy-
making process – it is simply about proportionally representing 
the public. There are some discernible consequences to this 
on everyday politics, with electoral reform certainly allowing for 
some cultural changes. But, at a certain level, everything that 

‘	�Prime ministers get replaced mid-term, not 
because the voting system or the strength of 
parliamentary powers made it so, but because 
of decisions taken in the party tearoom’

‘	�On nearly every measure, it has been 
proportional democracies that have been the 
most stable of our 17 countries’
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Ultimately, with all the evidence taken together, it is simply not 
plausible to claim that there is a substantive causal link between 
PR and political instability, nor is it credible to say that the UK 
would inherently become less politically stable if it adopted 
a PR voting system. Strong and stable governments are fully 
achievable under both types of voting system, with many of the 
strongest and stablest found in proportional democracies.

OVERALL CONCLUSIONS

comes after an election is down to the behaviour of actors in the 
political process. If they choose to form secure governments 
and maintain them throughout a parliamentary term, we will 
have stable governments under any voting system. Conversely, if 
they view constantly deposing leaders, reshuffling cabinets and 
failing to create solid bases for governments in parliament as the 
proper course of action, we will have political instability, regardless 
of the voting system. Recent experience in the UK is as much a 
testament to that as Italy’s record. 

‘	�So, is FPTP rightly hailed as the guarantor of 
political stability in the UK? Is it the only route 
to strong and stable government? Bluntly, no’

ADDENDUM:  
NEW DEMOCRACIES, NEW EVIDENCE?

This report has focussed on the level of political stability in 17 
established democracies over the last fifty years, but, even 
within Europe alone, the number of democracies has increased 
significantly since the start of our study period. The majority of 
these new democracies have chosen fully PR voting systems, 
giving us dozens of new case studies and datapoints, with the 
potential to bolster or contradict our original conclusions. As 
was stated in the methodology section, the original selection 
of countries was chosen for their similar levels of democratic 
development, so adding new democracies into the core data 
would not have been judicious (owing to the introduction of an 
additional and major variable). 

However, that is not to say that nothing can be learned from 
briefly expanding our focus to a wider range of countries. Without 
wanting to retread through the entire report, here we are going 
to apply a few of our core stability measures to 17 new countries 
since 2000 – the remaining members of the EU (except Cyprus, 
which uses a presidential system), as well as Iceland and Japan, 
two additional long-standing democracies. For comparison, 
data has also been recalculated for our original 17 for the same 
time period. Together, this should help us broadly see whether 
a different conclusion would be reached if our study had a 
wider and more contemporary focus, albeit one with caveats 
around the countries now belonging to different waves of 
democratisation.

The new 17 countries and their voting systems are: Bulgaria (BUL, 
List PR (2000-09, 2011-present), Parallel Vote (2009-11)); Croatia 
(CRO, List PR); the Czech Republic (CZE, List PR); Estonia (EST, 
List PR); Greece (GRE, primarily Majority Bonus System); Hungary 
(HUN, Parallel Vote); Iceland (ICE, List PR); Japan (JPN, Parallel 
Vote); Latvia (LAT, List PR); Lithuania (LTH, Parallel Vote); Malta 
(MLT, Single Transferable Vote); Poland (POL, List PR); Portugal 
(POR, List PR); Romania (ROU, List PR (2000-08, 2015-present), 
variant Mixed-Member PR (2008-15)); Slovakia (SVK, List PR); 
Slovenia (SVN, List PR); and Spain (ESP, List PR).

The inclusion of a number of countries that use semi-PR systems 
will allow us to better look at the potential effects of voting 
systems that theoretically combine the advantages of both PR 
(pluralist representation) and non-PR systems (majoritarian 
outcomes). It should also be noted that the List PR systems 
used in eastern Europe tend to be more constrictive than most 
of those used in western Europe, often featuring strict national 
thresholds that have excluded significant chunks of the vote 
(most infamously, the 1993 Polish parliamentary election, where 
parties totalling over a third of the vote were excluded). 

Parliaments 
As we mentioned earlier, snap elections are a typical ‘gotcha’ 
when concerning the political instability that is supposedly 
inherent to PR-using countries. Of course, the data for our 
original set of democracies is very clear that PR-elected 
parliaments are actually better at seeing out their parliamentary 
term than those elected by non-PR systems. However, there are 
undoubtedly some newer democracies in eastern and southern 
Europe where early elections are particularly apparent. Spain and 
Greece have both had two elections within a year on multiple 
occasions in the last decade-and-a-half, while Bulgaria held five 
elections within two years between April 2021 and April 2023. 

‘	�Of course, the data for our original set of 
democracies is very clear that PR-elected parliaments 
are actually better at seeing out their parliamentary 
term than those elected by non-PR systems'

Figure 22: Average Parliamentary Term Completion Rate, 2000-23



3938 ADDENDUM: NEW DEMOCRACIES, NEW EVIDENCE?

Despite a few country’s tendencies towards early elections, it 
is hard to say that the overall story has particularly changed. As 
with our earlier data, there exists considerable variation within 
users of all categories of voting system, rendering any assertion 
of a causal connection between the use of PR and higher rates 
of early elections not credible. Plus, PR once again outperforms 
the alternatives – a 90% average term completion rate among PR 
countries, compared to 85% for parliaments elected by non-PR 
and semi-PR systems. It is also hard to overlook that the two First 
Past the Post users in the study (Canada and the UK) remain near 
the bottom of the table. 

Again, the real explanation is a mix of the cultural and the 
institutional. In some countries, such as Greece, Japan or Spain, 
early elections are easily possible, with them used both for 
reasons of party-political advantage at the discretion of the 
prime minister and as the preferred solution to government 
crises, similar to the situation in the UK. Elsewhere, as in Estonia 
or Romania, the ability to hold such votes is far more restricted, 
with a norm of forming a new government from the existing 
parliament, rather than returning to the people to elect a new 
one.  

Cabinets 
The closest to a unified measure of political stability is to look at 
the duration rates of individual cabinets, as their appointment 
and dissolution combine the three potential major change 
events in a political system: general elections, change in head of 
government and change in partisan composition of government. 
A low cabinet durability rate indicates that these events not just 
occur more frequently, but that they are often out-of-sync with 
each other and are happening before they theoretically need to – 
politics is, therefore, more unpredictable and less stable.

With regards to voting systems, the familiar story is true here 
too: lots of variation within categories, but with PR countries 
as the strongest overall. However, we can also see two new 
stories developing. The first is not that surprising: there is an 
east vs west split, with our original 17 countries (average cabinet 
durability rate of 77%) noticeably outperforming the newer 17 
(64%), albeit, given the degree of overlap, this distinction should 
not be overstated – the Czech Republic, Estonia and Slovenia 
performing better than a number of their western peers. Hungary 
does also score relatively highly, but it is impossible to ignore the 
serious concerns around the state of democracy under Orbán’s 
rule (see Freedom House, 2023).

The second emerging pattern is that it is hard not to notice that 
countries that use semi-PR systems, with the exception of the 
questionably democratic Hungary, tend to be positioned towards 
the bottom of the table. Under the received wisdom around 
voting systems, we would expect semi-PR systems to be more 
conducive to political stability than their fully PR counterparts, 
as they are designed with the intention of manufacturing more 
majoritarian outcomes. Yet, when it comes to cabinet durability, 
the average performance of semi-PR countries (61%) trails those 
that use both full PR (73%) and non-PR systems (72%). While 
the central thrust of this entire report might be that the received 
wisdom around voting systems is largely wrong, this difference is 
particularly stark and counter intuitive. But perhaps it shouldn’t 
be. After all, the common reason that countries choose to, in the 
Greek terminology, ‘reinforce’ their proportionality is because 
they already have a degree of instability in their political systems, 
which, because of the absence of a causal link between voting 
systems and stability, does not then disappear.

Prime Ministers 
However, while measuring cabinet durability does mark the 
frequency of change events, it can also mask the longer-term 
continuities that do occur, such as prime ministers serving over 
multiple cabinets. For instance, Mark Rutte, the incumbent Prime 
Minister of the Netherlands, has served in office since October 
2010, remaining a stable figurehead at the top of Dutch politics, 
despite his four cabinets being comprised of three different 
combinations of parties, with two of them falling prematurely. 
Expanding our look at prime ministerial terms thus gives us a 
different angle on stability. 

Without wishing to get too repetitive, Figure 24 shows once again 
more variation within voting system categories than between 
them, as well as repeating the two stories present among our 
new 17 countries. Really, all that expanding the study has done 
is reemphasise the original conclusions. There is clearly no 
correlation, yet alone causal link, between voting systems and 
higher levels of political stability, and, even if you were desperate 
to find one, with nine of the ten countries with longest-serving 
PMs since 2000 using PR, it would not be to the benefit of the 
traditional narrative.

Figure 23: Average Cabinet Duration Relative to Potential Maximum, 2000-23

Figure 24: Average Duration (Years) of Prime Ministerial Term in Office, 2000-23

‘	�Even if you were desperate to find a link, with 
nine of the ten countries with longest-serving 
PMs since 2000 using PR, it would not be to 
the benefit of the traditional narrative’

‘	�Variation in stability is not just limited to between 
countries, but also within them – which would 
not be the case if there was one all-powerful 
determining factor, like the voting system’

Returning to the main theme of our earlier analysis, it is clear 
that this level of variation can only be explained by a complex 
interaction of multiple factors. Here, the example of Spain is key. 
On this measure, they are one of the most stable countries in our 
study – Spanish prime ministers serve for a comparatively long-
time in office. Yet, if you look back to parliamentary terms, Spain 
is near the bottom of the league; and with cabinet durability, they 
put in a fairly mid-table performance. Variation in stability is not 
just limited to between countries, but also within them – which 
would not be the case if there was one all-powerful determining 
factor, like the voting system. 

Instead, Spain’s variable performance can be better explained 
by the interaction of multiple characteristics of Spanish politics. 
Prime ministers remain in power for a long time because 
competition for the office is restricted to two fairly cohesive 
parties (of our original 17 countries, only Sweden has a higher 
V-Dem (2022) legislative party cohesion score), meaning the 
main challenge they face is periodic election defeats, rather than 
from intra-party disputes (as occurs in Britain), or from being 
replaced by new parties (as is more common in eastern Europe). 
Cabinets and parliamentary terms do not last as long because: 
a) like their British counterparts, calling an election is largely at 
the discretion of the PM, allowing them to be called for reasons 
of party advantage (e.g., 2023 election); b) there has historically 
been a preference for single-party minority governments in 
Spain, giving opposition parties a degree of power over the life 
of a cabinet (e.g., the 2018 vote of no confidence in Mariano 
Rajoy); and c) the rise of multi-partyism since 2011 and transition 
towards coalition government has not always been easy, with 
lengthy government formation taking place in 2015 and 2019, 
both times requiring second elections, as the parties become 
accustomed to new governing relationships. This is, of course,  
a somewhat simplified version of the reality, but fundamentally – 
in every country – it is an interaction of multiple factors like these 
that determines the stability of cabinets, prime ministers and 
parliaments.
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Scotland and Wales:  
The UK’s Experience of PR 
As well as an explosion in the number of (PR-using) democracies 
across the world, the last few decades have also seen the 
creation of new devolved parliaments here in the UK in Scotland 
and Wales, both of which are elected using proportional voting 
systems (currently AMS). Like post-reform New Zealand, 
the devolved institutions represent a co-existence of the 
Westminster model with PR and can give us a stronger hint as to 
what a proportional UK would look like. While there is the obvious 
caveat around the status of Holyrood and Cardiff Bay relative to 
Westminster, they are still national parliaments and governments 
invested with significant powers and can help illuminate any 
potential links between types of voting system and instability 
within our political culture.

Table 10 shows the performance of UK-wide, Scottish and Welsh 
political institutions according to our stability measures since 
the start of the ‘devolution era’, though we have not included 
measures of partisan alternation as they are too infrequent 
across all three cases (e.g., the lead governing party has changed 
only once in the UK and Scotland, and never in Wales). Across 
our key measures, UK-wide politics has typically been the least 
stable of the three, with more frequent turnover in heads of 
government, less durable cabinets and a higher rate of early 
elections (which are yet to occur in either Scotland or Wales). 
Cabinet ministers have also remained in one post for over 50% 
longer in both devolved nations than in the UK government, with 
the ratios of roughly three years to two closely mirroring the 
earlier averages among PR and non-PR countries. On these key 
issues, it is hard to paint Scottish and Welsh politics as anything 
but more stable than that of the UK as a whole.

It is clear that Scottish and Welsh politics has been more stable 
than British politics over the last quarter-of-a-century, but is 
it simply the case that politics always moves more slowly away 
from central government? Looking at the turnover of state-level 
heads of governments in those of our countries with substantive 
regional governments, the picture is actually fairly mixed. State 
premiers in Australia and provincial premiers in Canada change 
at broadly the same rate as federal prime ministers (4.4 vs 4.5 
years in Australia, 5.3 vs 5.3 years in Canada), with Faroe and 
Greenlandic prime ministers also averaging a similar rate to their 
Danish counterparts (5.2 vs 5.7 years). Germany, however, sees 
more frequent turnover of minister-presidents than Federal 
Chancellors (7.7 vs 10.4 years), with only one of the sixteen states 
(Brandenburg) outperforming the national-level. Conversely, 
Austrian state governors serve far longer than national leaders 
(12.8 vs 4.3 years), with all states posting higher scores than 
Austria as a whole. Belgian regional heads also remain in post 
slightly longer than national prime ministers (5.1 vs 3.9 years). 
In sum, Scotland and Wales’s stronger performance than their 
UK equivalents cannot be written off as down to ‘second order’ 
factors, which are far from consistent. Additionally, one cannot 
ignore the fact that the stablest regional leaders overwhelmingly 
come from the PR-elected state parliaments of Germany and 
Austria.

UK Scotland Wales
Parliamentary Term Completion 75.5% 100.0% 100.0% of term
Inter-Parliamentary Volatility 9.2% 12.2% 10.3% of seats
Prime/First Ministerial Turnover 4.25 4.75 6.53 years
Ministerial Turnover 1.83 3.05 2.88 years
Cabinet Duration 51.7% 78.4% 65.9% of term
Cabinets Per Parliament 1.5 1.6 2.0 cabinets
Post-Election Cabinet Formation 1.9 11.8 8.7 days

Table 10: Average Stability Measures in UK Since 1997 and Scotland and Wales Since 1999

Conclusion: Unsurprisingly, eastern Europe’s younger 
democracies often, though not exclusively, show lower 
levels of political stability than many of the more ‘mature’ 
democracies of western Europe and the ‘Anglosphere’ 
(though, eastern Europe has typically shown stronger 
economic performances over the same period). Despite 
this, widening the scope of the evidence does not 
substantively alter any of the conclusions of the main 
report. It remains clear that there is such variation among 
users of similar voting systems that it is not credible to draw 
causal links between the type of voting system a country 
uses and their levels of parliamentary or governmental 
stability.

Additionally, it is notable that semi-PR voting systems – 
which are sometimes portrayed as representing a ‘best of 
both worlds’ between the pluralism of PR systems and the 
‘decisiveness’ of majoritarian systems – tend to perform 
poorly compared to either of the traditional categories. 
Nonetheless, it does not seem credible that it would be the 
design of the systems that is responsible for said countries’ 
weaker performances, rather that countries with unstable 
political cultures are misguidedly attracted to semi-PR 
systems in a futile hope that they can override more deeply 
ingrained issues.

‘	�Cabinet ministers have also remained in one 
post for over 50% longer in both devolved 
nations than in the UK government’
While there are a few measures where Westminster nominally 
comes out on top, the stronger performances are minimal 
and come with huge asterisks. The UK Parliament might have 
a slightly lower level of volatility than the Scottish Parliament 
or Senedd, but the overall volatility for the Scottish Parliament 
(12.2%) is lower than that seen in just the FPTP constituencies 
(18.4%), and less than half that seen with Scotland’s House of 
Commons seats over the same period (25.3%), suggesting AMS 
has actually minimised the volatility. The UK’s better Cabinets 
per Parliament score is helped by not including the current 
parliaments, otherwise – at time of writing – the scores are an 
even 1.71 (UK), 1.67 (Sco) and 1.83 (Wal). The slightly slower 
formations of Scottish and Welsh governments, which are still 
incredibly fast by international standards (due to aforementioned 
cultural differences), are almost entirely down to the fact that 
First Ministers have to be elected by their respective parliaments, 
which do not meet immediately. Even in the tight 2007 Scottish 
Parliament election, a new government was still able to be formed 
within a fortnight – the horror stories of prolonged post-election 
chaos turning out to be more folklore than fact.

‘	�Even in the tight 2007 Scottish Parliament 
election, a new government was still able 
to be formed within a fortnight – the horror 
stories of prolonged post-election chaos 
turning out to be more folklore than fact’

Conclusion: The devolved institutions of Scotland and 
Wales, which include PR-elected parliaments, have 
largely been more politically stable than their UK-wide 
counterparts over the same period. Regardless of what is 
responsible for this, it is once again clear that proportional 
voting systems do not induce greater instability.
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SUMMARY RESULTS OF 10 MAIN  
STABILITY MEASURES

Voting 
System

Parliament 
Term 

Completion
Parliament 

Volatility
PM 

Turnover
Minister  

Turnover
PM Party  

Alternation
Cabinet  

Duration
Govt Party  

Alternation

Party  
Duration  

in Govt

Cabinets  
per  

Parliament

Post-Election  
Cabinet  

Formation
of term of seats years years years of max years years cabinets days

AUS Australia AV 86.5% 8.9% 4.50 1.99 8.24 79.4% 8.24 8.24 1.32 13
AUT Austria List PR 82.0% 10.3% 4.30 3.28 9.94 66.6% 7.10 14.19 1.36 70
BEL Belgium List PR 83.1% 11.8% 3.41 2.42 5.96 57.0% 2.80 10.26 1.93 137
CAN Canada FPTP 68.9% 20.6% 5.28 2.07 8.76 65.3% 8.76 8.76 1.20 17
DEN Denmark List PR 72.2% 13.8% 5.69 2.26 6.50 61.4% 3.06 5.30 1.41 14
FIN Finland List PR 98.5% 10.1% 2.99 2.26 4.67 72.6% 2.21 6.65 2.33 48
FRA France 2RS 89.6% 32.6% 2.49 1.84 7.29 66.4% 2.82 5.24 2.82 6
GER Germany MMP 94.1% 10.4% 10.42 3.69 13.03 80.5% 7.45 12.39 1.23 57
IRE Ireland STV 72.4% 15.3% 3.55 2.09 4.98 48.0% 2.63 4.37 1.77 35
ITA Italy Various 77.6% 22.5% 1.76 1.65 4.49 44.5% 1.45 3.65 3.00 47
LUX Luxembourg List PR 98.9% 10.0% 10.79 5.68 24.33 91.7% 7.83 16.90 1.09 39
NED Netherlands List PR 82.3% 18.0% 7.49 3.09 9.36 79.3% 3.18 10.48 1.20 120
NZL New Zealand Various 98.2% 16.3% 3.92 2.65 7.28 88.0% 4.72 5.78 1.47 21
NOR Norway List PR 100.0% 14.6% 3.69 2.28 4.80 74.7% 3.43 4.24 1.83 23
SWE Sweden List PR 100.0% 10.1% 4.41 2.88 9.56 87.1% 5.91 7.49 1.36 26
SUI Switzerland List PR 100.0% 8.8% 9.40 6.42 18.66 94.8% 18.66 10 1.08 50
GBR United Kingdom FPTP 76.2% 9.4% 4.76 2.05 9.97 59.8% 8.98 8.98 1.39 2

New Zealand 1973-96 FPTP 98.2% 14.4% 2.98 2.68 5.97 90.9% 4.80 4.67 1.50 12
New Zealand 1996-22 MMP 98.1% 16.2% 4.72 2.63 8.27 85.3% 4.66 6.34 1.44 26

PR Average 88.8% 13.1% 5.62 3.14 9.63 72.1% 5.44 11.37 1.62 54
Non-PR Average 82.3% 17.5% 4.12 2.06 8.28 70.3% 6.93 7.46 1.66 10

10	� See 'Government Partisanship' section for explanation of why Switzerland’s score on this measure is hard to calculate, though, regardless of how it is done, comes out on top.  
For the purposes of averages, a score of 43.00 years (including party duration of incumbents) has been used.
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SUMMARY RESULTS OF 10 MAIN  
STABILITY MEASURES (MEDIAN)

Voting System

Parliament  
Term  

Completion
Parliament  

Volatility
PM 

Turnover
Minister  

Turnover

PM  
Party  

Alternation
Cabinet  

Duration

Govt  
Party  

Alternation

Party  
Duration  

in Govt

Cabinets  
per  

Parliament

Post-Election  
Cabinet  

Formation
of term of seats years years years of max years years cabinets days

AUS Australia AV 94.2% 7.3% 3.01 1.67 8.00 88.1% 8.00 8.00 1.0 11.0
AUT Austria List PR 92.5% 9.0% 2.45 2.36 6.93 71.3% 6.93 8.93 1.0 68.0
BEL Belgium List PR 93.0% 10.4% 2.02 1.83 4.10 45.0% 2.74 4.44 1.5 79.5
CAN Canada FPTP 71.9% 13.8% 4.33 1.78 9.43 67.2% 9.43 9.43 1.0 16.0
DEN Denmark List PR 80.8% 12.0% 5.68 1.77 7.57 58.1% 2.44 4.00 1.0 10.0
FIN Finland List PR 100.0% 9.5% 2.77 2.01 3.99 81.6% 1.61 4.04 2.0 45.0
FRA France 2RS 100.0% 31.3% 2.14 1.83 4.90 61.2% 2.14 4.86 3.0 3.0
GER Germany MMP 99.0% 8.9% 8.38 3.74 14.49 100.0% 7.07 14.37 1.0 45.0
IRE Ireland STV 80.0% 13.3% 2.84 1.88 4.11 48.5% 2.44 3.65 1.0 20.0
ITA Italy Various 82.7% 18.9% 1.44 1.33 1.98 39.3% 1.19 2.66 3.0 40.0
LUX Luxembourg List PR 100.0% 10.0% 10.24 4.98 22.17 100.0% 5.35 10.44 1.0 40.0
NED Netherlands List PR 96.2% 16.0% 7.92 3.64 8.07 96.4% 3.06 4.61 1.0 98.5
NZL New Zealand Various 100.0% 16.7% 2.00 2.48 8.62 100.0% 3.07 6.18 1.0 17.0
NOR Norway List PR 100.0% 15.9% 3.44 1.95 4.28 100.0% 2.67 3.74 2.0 31.5
SWE Sweden List PR 100.0% 9.7% 3.20 2.68 7.99 100.0% 3.01 6.58 1.0 18.0
SUI Switzerland List PR 100.0% 9.0% 9.37 6.00 6.93 100.0% 6.93 11 1.0 52.0
GBR United Kingdom FPTP 82.3% 8.5% 3.12 1.74 9.10 72.0% 5.17 5.17 1.0 1.0

New Zealand 1973-96 FPTP 100.0% 12.2% 1.50 2.62 6.27 100.0% 5.33 4.64 1.0 13
New Zealand 1996-22 MMP 100.0% 15.1% 5.25 2.24 8.94 100.0% 3.04 7.51 1.0 18

PR Average 93.9% 12.0% 4.99 2.82 7.77 79.2% 3.76 9.14 1.36 45
Non-PR Average 88.5% 14.9% 2.96 1.85 7.68 75.2% 6.09 6.62 1.44 8

11	� See 'Government Partisanship' section for explanation of why Switzerland’s score on this measure is hard to calculate, though, regardless of how it is done, comes out on top.  
For the purposes of averages, a score of 43.00 years (including party duration of incumbents) has been used.
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STABILITY MEASURE CROSS-CORRELATION

For our primary stability measures, we tried to pick ten that 
showed a broad range of facets of stability, though there is 
obviously a degree of overlap between some of them. Below 
is a table showing the R or coefficient of correlation scores 
(which measures the degree to which two variables correlate, 
above and to the right of the diagonal of blank spaces) and R2 
or coefficient of determination scores (which measures how 
much of the variation within one variable is explainable by 
the variation in the other, below and to the left of the blanks) 
between our ten measures. As can be seen, some measures, 
most notably ministerial turnover, correlates strongly with 
most other measures, while some, particularly parliamentary 
volatility and post-election cabinet formation, are fairly 
independent from the rest of the stability measures.

R Score

R2 Score

Parliament  
Term  

Completion
Parliament  

Volatility
PM 

Turnover
Minister  

Turnover
PM Party  

Alternation
Cabinet  

Duration
Govt Party  

Alternation

Party  
Duration 

in Govt

Cabinets  
per  

Parliament

Post-Election  
Cabinet  

Formation
Parliamentary Term Completion -0.275 0.279 0.508 0.377 0.781 0.226 0.332 -0.066 -0.008
Inter-Parliamentary Volatility 0.076 -0.419 -0.436 -0.363 -0.375 -0.436 -0.386 0.630 -0.152
Prime Ministerial Turnover 0.078 0.176 0.824 0.861 0.631 0.601 0.636 -0.716 0.153
Ministerial Turnover 0.258 0.190 0.678 0.902 0.694 0.715 0.874 -0.545 0.206
Prime Minister Party Alternation 0.142 0.131 0.741 0.813 0.652 0.694 0.716 -0.581 0.021
Cabinet Duration 0.610 0.141 0.398 0.482 0.425 0.549 0.533 -0.582 -0.046
Government Party Alternation 0.051 0.190 0.362 0.511 0.481 0.301 0.874 -0.616 -0.149
Party Duration in Government 0.110 0.149 0.404 0.765 0.513 0.284 0.764 -0.457 0.202
Cabinets Per Parliament 0.004 0.396 0.513 0.297 0.338 0.338 0.379 0.209 -0.044
Post-Election Cabinet Formation 0.000 0.023 0.023 0.042 0.000 0.002 0.022 0.041 0.002
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WIDER INSTITUTIONAL VARIABLES

Over the next few pages, you can find the performance of 
our 17 countries according to various measures of wider 
institutional and political cultural factors that we looked at when 
seeking to explain their variation in stability levels. Alongside 
this, we have presented the average R and R2 scores for these 
variables when tested via a linear regression against each of our 
ten measures. Due to Switzerland’s status as a frequent outlier, 
we have excluded it from these tests. Nonetheless, on average, 
none show a consistently even moderate correlation against our 
stability measures, emphasising our conclusion that institutional 
explanations do not satisfactorily explain the variation.

VS Binary Proportionality ENPP

Parties  
>2%  

Seats

Parties  
>5%  

Seats

Seats  
Largest  

Party
PEG  

Parties
PEG  

Base
‘Hung’  

Parliaments
Proportion Minority  

Govt
Left / Right  

Score

Deviation  
from  

Centre
0: PR

1: Non-PR

0: Prop

100: Disprop
Weighted Count Count Count 0-100% Count 0-100% 0-100% 0-100%

0: Left

10: Right

0: Centrist

5: Extremist
AUS Australia 1 10.73 2.01 2.1 2.0 56.8% 1.0 56.8% 5.3% 6.2% 5.68 1.85
AUT Austria 0 2.07 3.26 4.4 4.0 40.1% 1.9 61.7% 85.7% 1.2% 5.41 1.79
BEL Belgium 0 3.45 4.51 5.5 5.0 30.0% 4.2 58.5% 100.0% 4.3% 5.39 1.87
CAN Canada 1 12.28 2.60 3.9 3.5 52.5% 1.0 52.5% 40.0% 24.6% 5.28 1.54
DEN Denmark 0 1.44 5.25 9.1 6.2 31.9% 2.1 37.5% 100.0% 94.6% 5.36 1.91
FIN Finland 0 3.33 5.34 7.4 5.2 26.0% 4.3 63.8% 100.0% 2.9% 5.16 1.68
FRA France 1 15.61 3.19 5.4 4.1 46.7% 2.5 58.7% 63.6% 17.7% 5.29 2.14
GER Germany 0 2.82 3.15 4.5 4.3 42.6% 2.1 57.5% 100.0% 0.1% 4.94 1.62
IRE Ireland 0 4.59 3.26 4.7 3.3 44.4% 1.8 52.2% 92.3% 38.5% 5.63 1.43
ITA Italy 0.25 6.36 4.62 7.5 4.9 35.3% 3.9 55.0% 100.0% 22.4% 4.95 2.02
LUX Luxembourg 0 4.25 3.92 5.5 4.6 36.8% 2.2 60.8% 100.0% 0.0% 5.05 1.65
NED Netherlands 0 1.16 5.45 6.6 5.2 28.5% 2.9 56.0% 100.0% 7.5% 5.36 1.91
NZL New Zealand 0.5 7.96 2.68 4.1 3.4 50.3% 1.5 53.1% 52.9% 38.4% 5.41 1.38
NOR Norway 0 3.74 4.23 6.2 5.4 37.1% 2.3 43.3% 100.0% 77.5% 5.18 1.98
SWE Sweden 0 1.67 4.13 6.6 6.0 39.4% 2.2 44.0% 100.0% 84.8% 5.10 2.00
SUI Switzerland 0 3.13 5.39 6.4 4.8 27.3% 4.1 79.4% 100.0% 0.0% 5.44 2.60

GBR United King-
dom 1 14.42 2.30 2.9 2.5 54.3% 1.1 55.0% 23.1% 13.5% 5.43 1.86

Average R Score -0.075 -0.117 -0.169 -0.218 -0.071 0.110 -0.290 0.097 -0.046 -0.124 -0.129 -0.205
Average R2 Score 0.101 0.108 0.089 0.089 0.055 0.099 0.161 0.063 0.086 0.079 0.063 0.058

Source Gallagher, 2023 via Bakker et al, 
2020 et passim 

via Bakker et al, 2020 et 
passim 
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Weighted  
Legislative  

Powers

Parliamentary  
Powers  

Index

Parliament 
Policy 

Influence

Parliament  
Selection 

Powers

Parliament  
Control 
Powers

Legislature 
Investigates in 

Practice

Low Chamber  
Legislates  
in Practice

Functioning 
Committee 

System

Legislative 
Budget  
Control

Opposition 
Parties Impact 

Policy

Positive vs  
Negative  

Parliamentarism

Can Ministers 
Sit in  

Parliament? 
0: Weak

10: Strong

0: Weak

1: Strong

-2: Weak

2: Strong

-2: Weak

2: Strong

-2: Weak

2: Strong

0: Does Not

4: Does

0: No

2: Always

0: No

3: Strng Inflnce

0: Lo Control

100: Hi Control

1: Low Impact

9: High Impact

0: Negative

1: Positive

0: No

1: Yes
AUS Australia 4.57 0.63 2.37 1.98 1.35 22.2 4.29 0 1
AUT Austria 5.08 0.72 0.16 -0.78 1.83 1.63 1.83 1.23 55.6 4.14 0 1
BEL Belgium 5.39 0.75 0.05 0.77 -0.56 1.87 1.42 2.12 47.2 2.60 1 0
CAN Canada 5.04 0.72 1.35 1.91 0.78 26.4 3.46 0 1
DEN Denmark 5.57 0.78 0.71 -0.67 1.89 3.25 1.84 2.21 55.6 6.50 0 1
FIN Finland 5.04 0.72 0.18 0.76 -0.66 3.01 1.96 2.50 38.9 4.86 0 1
FRA France 4.08 0.56 -0.93 -2.30 -1.06 1.86 1.38 1.84 19.4 3.40 0 0
GER Germany 5.93 0.84 0.15 1.14 0.30 3.05 2.28 3.13 52.8 3.47 1 1
IRE Ireland 4.77 0.66 -1.61 0.78 0.02 1.08 1.58 0.80 16.7 4.06 1 1
ITA Italy 5.89 0.84 -0.18 0.37 -0.36 2.00 1.89 2.74 33.3 7.13 1 1
LUX Luxembourg 2.18 1.73 1.51 4.00 1 0
NED Netherlands 5.56 0.78 1.66 -0.55 -0.34 3.03 1.90 2.25 59.7 3.60 0 0
NZL New Zealand 4.97 0.69 1.69 1.98 1.48 27.8 3.29 0 1
NOR Norway 5.32 0.72 0.67 -0.35 -0.49 2.84 1.62 2.56 61.1 6.76 0 0
SWE Sweden 5.22 0.72 1.84 0.28 -1.05 2.54 1.47 2.52 65.3 5.16 0 0
SUI Switzerland 5.05 0.72 2.39 1.95 1.44 1 0

GBR United King-
dom

5.50 0.78 -1.21 -1.44 -0.36 2.39 1.41 1.41 22.2 2.03 0 1

Average R Score 0.117 -0.380 0.269 0.073 0.120 0.157 0.180 -0.046 0.240 -0.192 0.012 -0.086
Average R2 Score 0.075 0.191 0.148 0.047 0.064 0.053 0.047 0.060 0.142 0.080 0.059 0.072

Source Chernykh et al, 
2017

Fish and Kroe-
nig, 2009 Sieberer, 2011 Sieberer, 2011 Sieberer, 2011 V-Dem, 2022 V-Dem, 2022 V-Dem, 2022 Wehner, 2006 Laver and Hunt, 

1992
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Executive- 
Party  

Dimension

Federal- 
Unitary  

Dimension

Regional  
Authority  

Index Bicameralism
Constitutional  

Rigidity

Cabinet  
Splits  

Publicised

Office vs  
Policy  

Seeking

Party  
Voting  

Unity

Legislative  
Party  

Cohesion

-2: Majoritarian

2: Consensual 

-2: Unitary

2: Federal

0: Centralised

100: Decentrlsd

1: Unicameral

4: Strong Bicam

1: Least Rigid

4: Most Rigid

1: Never

9: Always

1: Policy

9: Office

0: Disunited

100: United

0: Not Cohesive

3: Cohesive

AUS Australia -0.65 1.58 24.43 4.0 4.0 3.57 5.81 99.07 2.08
AUT Austria 0.64 0.97 22.56 2.0 3.0 3.75 6.14 98.68 2.51
BEL Belgium 1.10 0.44 32.32 2.5 3.0 4.60 6.00 99.06 1.77
CAN Canada -1.03 1.81 28.24 3.0 4.0 1.96 5.32 97.60 2.20
DEN Denmark 1.35 -0.42 11.44 1.0 2.0 3.80 3.67 99.93 2.60
FIN Finland 1.48 -0.83 5.74 1.0 3.0 4.93 4.64 88.63 1.37
FRA France -0.89 0.02 19.12 3.0 2.0 3.40 6.07 99.33 0.66
GER Germany 0.63 2.33 36.60 4.0 3.5 4.00 4.53 96.33 2.04
IRE Ireland 0.38 -0.46 3.56 2.0 2.0 3.03 6.56 100.00 2.25
ITA Italy 1.13 -0.16 22.56 3.0 2.0 8.13 6.44 96.99 0.48
LUX Luxembourg 0.38 -0.89 0.00 1.0 3.0 2.20 5.00 1.70
NED Netherlands 1.17 0.28 17.52 3.0 3.0 5.07 3.20 1.73
NZL New Zealand -0.17 -1.65 10.35 1.0 1.0 3.50 5.00 93.17 2.12
NOR Norway 1.09 -0.67 11.46 1.5 3.0 2.71 2.75 95.90 2.02
SWE Sweden 0.87 -1.09 12.56 1.0 2.0 2.11 2.84 96.57 2.86
SUI Switzerland 1.67 1.59 25.24 4.0 4.0 -0.60
GBR United Kingdom -1.48 -1.12 8.93 2.5 1.0 3.94 5.94 99.25 0.52

Average R Score -0.088 0.058 -0.089 -0.089 0.179 -0.367 -0.204 -0.043 0.242
Average R2 Score 0.090 0.053 0.034 0.039 0.068 0.151 0.086 0.080 0.095

Source Lijphart, 2012 Lijphart, 2012 Hooghe et al, 2021 Lijphart, 2012 Lijphart, 2012 Laver and Hunt, 1992 Laver and Hunt, 
1992

Depauw and Martin, 
2009 V-Dem, 2022
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VOTING SYSTEMS

Listed below are the voting system types used by our 17 
democracies during our period of study, alongside the years 
that this system was in use and the average disproportionality 
of election results (according to the Gallagher (2023) index) 
between 1973 and 2022 under that system. Typically, a Gallagher 
index score of below 5.00 is regarded as a proportional outcome. 
Non-major changes in the voting system have not been listed.

Country Voting System Type Years Disp
Australia Alternative Vote (Instant Runoff Voting in Single-Member Constituencies) 1918-00 10.73
Austria Quota-Tiered List PR 1923-00 2.07
Belgium Constituency List PR 1899-00 3.45
Canada First Past the Post (Simple Plurality in Single-Member Constituencies) 1966-00 12.28
Denmark Tiered List PR 1920-00 1.44
Finland Constituency List PR 1906-00 3.33
France Two-Round System  

(Majority-Plurality Runoff Voting in Single-Member Constituencies)
1958-85

1986-00

16.45

Constituency List PR 1985-86 7.23
Germany Mixed-Member PR (Compensatory Mixed-Member System) 1949-00 2.82
Ireland Single Transferable Vote 1921-00 4.59
Italy Quota-Tiered List PR 1956-93 2.61

Parallel Vote with Negative Vote Transfer  
(Semi-Compensatory Mixed-Member System)

1993-05 8.31

Guaranteed Majority System 2005-15 8.89
Majority Jackpot System 2015-17 n/a12

Parallel Vote (Non-Compensatory Mixed-Member System) 2017-00 9.04
Luxembourg Constituency List PR 1919-00 4.25
Netherlands National List PR 1917-00 1.16
New Zealand First Past the Post (Simple Plurality in Single-Member Constituencies) 1913-93 14.98

Mixed-Member PR (Compensatory Mixed-Member System) 1993-00 3.06
Norway Constituency List PR 1920-88 5.20

Tiered List PR 1988-00 3.25
Sweden Tiered List PR 1969-00 1.67
Switzerland Constituency List PR 1919-00 3.13
United Kingdom First Past the Post (Simple Plurality in Single-Member Constituencies) 1948-00 14.42

12	� The Italian electoral law of 2015, commonly known as the Italicum, was never used for an election, instead being replaced by the ‘Rosatellum’ electoral law in 2017, which was first 
used for the 2018 Italian general election.
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BOUNDS OF INCLUSION

Country Category Oldest Included Newest Included

Australia

Parliament Elected 02/12/1972 Replaced 21/05/2022
Prime Minister Gough Whitlam (1972-75) Scott Morrison (2018-22)
Cabinet Whitlam I (1972-74) Morrison II (2019-22)
PM Party ALP (1972-75) Lib (2013-22)
Gov Party ALP (1972-75) LNC (2013-22)

Austria

Parliament Elected 10/10/1971 Replaced 29/09/2019
Prime Minister Bruno Kreisky (1970-83) Alexander Schallenberg (2021)
Cabinet Kreisky II (1971-75) Schallenberg (2021)
PM Party SPÖ (1970-00) Ind (2019-20)
Gov Party SPÖ (1970-83) Ind (2019-20)

Belgium

Parliament Elected 07/11/1971 Replaced 26/05/2019
Prime Minister Edmond Leburton (1973-74) Sophie Wilmès (2019-20)
Cabinet Leburton (1973-74) Wilmès II (2020)
PM Party PSB (1973-74) MR (2014-20)
Gov Party CVP/BSC; BSP/PSB… (1973-74) VLD/MR; CDV (2018-20)

Canada

Parliament Elected 30/10/1972 Replaced 20/09/2021
Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau (1968-79) Stephen Harper (2006-15)
Cabinet P Trudeau III (1972-74) J Trudeau II (2019-21)
PM Party Lib (1963-79) Con (2006-15)
Gov Party Lib (1963-79) Con (2006-15)

Denmark

Parliament Elected 04/12/1973 Replaced 01/11/2022
Prime Minister Poul Hartling (1973-75) Lars Løkke Rasmussen (2015-19)
Cabinet Hartling (1973-75) Frederiksen I (2019-22)
PM Party V (1973-75) V (2015-19)
Gov Party V (1973-75) SD/A (2019-22)

Finland

Parliament Elected 03/01/1972 Replaced 02/04/2023

Prime Minister Kalevi Sorsa (1972-75) Sanna Marin (2019-23)
Cabinet Sorsa I (1972-75) Marin (2019-23)
PM Party SSDP (1972-75) SSDP (2019-23)
Gov Party SSDP; Kesk; SFP; LKP (1972-75) SSDP; Kesk; Vihr; Vas… (2019-23)

France

Parliament Elected 04/03/1973 Replaced 12/06/2022
Prime Minister Pierre Messmer (1972-74) Jean Castex (2020-22)
Cabinet Messmer II/III (1973-74) Borne I (2022)
PM Party UDR (1959-81) PS (2012-17)
Gov Party UDR; CDP; RI (1969-74) PS; PRG; RE (2016-17)

Germany

Parliament Elected 19/11/1972 Replaced 26/09/2021
Prime Minister Willy Brandt (1969-74) Angela Merkel (2005-21)
Cabinet Brandt II (1972-74) Merkel IV (2018-21)
PM Party SPD (1969-82) CDU (2005-21)
Gov Party SPD; FDP (1969-82) CDU/CSU; SPD (2013-21)

Below are the earliest and most recent parliaments, prime ministers, cabinets, prime ministerial partisanship periods and governmental 
partisanship periods included in our analysis of the relevant measures from each of our 17 countries. 

Ireland

Parliament Elected 28/02/1973 Replaced 08/02/2020

Prime Minister Liam Cosgrave (1973-77) Micheál Martin (2020-22)
Cabinet Cosgrave (1973-77) Martin (2020-22)
PM Party FG (1973-77) FF (2020-22)
Gov Party FG; Lab (1973-77) FG; Ind (2016-20)

Italy

Parliament Elected 07/05/1972 Replaced 25/09/2022
Prime Minister Mariano Rumor (1973-74) Mario Draghi (2021-22)
Cabinet Rumor IV (1973-74) Draghi (2021-22)
PM Party DC (1946-81) Ind (2021-22)
Gov Party DC; PSI; PSDI; PRI (1973-74) M5S; Lega; PD; FI; IV… (2021-22)

Luxembourg

Parliament Elected 15/12/1968 Replaced 08/10/2023
Prime Minister Pierre Werner (1959-74) Xavier Bettle (2013-23)
Cabinet Werner III (1969-74) Bettel II (2018-23)
PM Party CSV (1926-74) DP (2013-23)
Gov Party CSV; DP (1969-74) DP; LSAP; Greng (2013-23)

Netherlands

Parliament Elected 29/11/1972 Replaced 22/11/2023
Prime Minister Joop den Uyl (1973-77) Jan Peter Balkenende (2002-10)
Cabinet Den Uyl (1973-77) Rutte III (2017-22)
PM Party PvdA (1973-77) CDA (2002-10)
Gov Party PvdA; KVP; ARP; PPR… (1973-77) VVD; PvdA (2012-17)

New Zealand

Parliament Elected 25/11/1972 Replaced 14/10/2023
Prime Minister Norman Kirk (1972-74) Chris Hipkins (2023)
Cabinet Kirk (1972-74) Hipkins (2023)
PM Party Lab (1972-75) Lab (2017-23)
Gov Party Lab (1972-75) Lab (2020-23)

Norway

Parliament Elected 10/09/1973 Replaced 13/09/2021
Prime Minister Trygve Bratteli (1973-76) Erna Solberg (2013-21)
Cabinet Bratteli II (1973-76) Solberg V (2020-21)
PM Party Ap (1973-81) H (2013-21)
Gov Party Ap (1973-81) H; V; KrF (2020-21)

Sweden

Parliament Elected 16/09/1973 Replaced 11/09/2022
Prime Minister Olof Palme (1969-76) Magdalena Andersson (2021-22)
Cabinet Palme III (1973-76) Andersson (2021-22)
PM Party SAP (1936-76) SAP (2014-22)
Gov Party SAP (1957-76) SAP (2021-22)

Switzerland

Parliament Elected 31/10/1971 Replaced 22/10/2023
Prime Minister Ernst Brugger (1970-78) Alain Berset (2012-23)
Cabinet Federal Council 1971 (1972-75) Federal Council 2019 (2020-23)
PM Party

CVP; FDP; SPS; SVP (1960-07) CVP; FDP; SPS; SVP; BDP (2009-15)
Gov Party

United Kingdom

Parliament Elected 18/06/1970 Replaced 12/12/2019
Prime Minister Edward Heath (1970-74) Liz Truss (2022)
Cabinet Heath (1970-74) Truss (2022)
PM Party Con (1970-74) Lab (1997-10)
Gov Party Con (1970-74) Con; LD (2010-15)
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