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Cabinet Instability and the Accumulation of
Experience: The French Fourth and Fifth Republics
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Drawing on arguments about politics during the French Fourth Republic, the concept of cabinet instability is
reconsidered. Rather than studying cabinet duration, the article examines the accumulation of experience by
individual cabinet ministers. Two variables are measured in nineteen parliamentary democracies: portfolio
experience (the experience of cabinet ministers in the specific portfolios that they hold) and political experience
(the experience of cabinet ministers in any significant portfolio). The results cast doubt on existing claims about
cabinet government in the Fourth and Fifth Republics. They also uncover substantial cabinet turnover in
majoritarian systems, suggesting that existing claims about stability in such systems may be overstated.

The French Fourth Republic, which began after the end of the Second World War in 1946,
is notorious for its high level of cabinet instability. The average duration of a cabinet was
only about six months, with twenty-four cabinets having been formed under sixteen prime
ministers during the brief twelve-year history of the regime.1 Party leaders often seemed
incapable during the Fourth Republic of addressing many of the problems France faced,
particularly in its colonies. Finally, during a crisis in Algeria in May 1958, a majority in
the National Assembly voted themselves and the Constitution out of ‘office’ by delegating
responsibility for the drafting of a new Constitution to General Charles de Gaulle and his
cabinet. The result of de Gaulle’s handiwork, the Fifth Republic, is widely hailed for its
high level of cabinet stability and government decisiveness.
Perhaps because of the visible conjunction of cabinet instability, political paralysis and
regime failure in the Fourth Republic – along with recognition that cabinet instability also
existed in other troubled regimes, such as the French Third Republic, Weimar Germany
and Italy – studies of cabinet duration are extremely well developed and central to research
on advanced parliamentary democracies. The standard approach in this work is to measure
cabinet duration as the elapsed time between the birth and death of a government, and to
identify factors that have an effect on this duration.2
Somewhat ironically, however, specialists on French politics have implicitly suggested
that the scholarly focus on cabinet duration may be misplaced. These scholars often argue
that the alleged instability during the Fourth Republic was more apparent than real.
Although cabinets frequently fell and re-formed, there existed a remarkable stability in the
personnel who occupied key cabinet posts. The stability in personnel, they argue, provided
the cabinet with a core of leaders with the experience necessary for effective policy making
* Department of Political Science, Columbia University.
1
There are different ways of measuring cabinet duration (see below), and this number is based on data
published in the European Journal of Political Research (Jaap Woldendorp, Hans Keman and Ian Budge, ‘Party
Government in 20 Democracies’, European Journal of Political Research, 33 (1998), 125–64).
2
Many factors have been uncovered that systematically influence levels of cabinet instability. See, for
example, Paul V. Warwick, Government Survival in Parliamentary Democracies (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1994) and citations therein.
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in many areas. Since this accumulation of experience is said to have occurred while cabinet
instability appeared problematic, the research on the Fourth Republic suggests a new
pathway regarding the study of cabinet instability. Rather than concentrating on factors
affecting government duration, scholars should turn their attention to understanding the
underlying continuity and experience of individuals in the cabinet.
These claims about French politics raise interesting questions, both about France and
about the study of cabinet government more generally. What is cabinet experience and how
should it be measured? Are the scholars of French politics correct about cabinet instability
and cabinet experience in the Fourth and Fifth Republics? Across parliamentary
democracies, is the accumulation of experience in the cabinet related to cabinet instability?
And what factors influence the accumulation of cabinet experience?
This article addresses these questions. We draw on arguments about the Fourth Republic
to motivate two new measures of cabinet experience. Portfolio experience is the average
amount of experience that ministers have in the specific cabinet portfolios that they hold.
Political experience is the average amount of experience that ministers have in any
significant cabinet portfolio. Our data on these variables from twenty parliamentary
democracies in the post-war period allow us to put France into comparative context, and
thus to make two general points about stability in French politics. First, arguments by
French specialists about government by a core of irremovable ministers in the Fourth
Republic simply do not hold up under closer scrutiny: the cabinets of the Fourth Republic
were not only short-lived by conventional measures of cabinet duration, they were also
staffed by ministers who were relatively inexperienced. Secondly, the stability of the Fifth
Republic is vastly overrated. Although stability improved after 1958, France nonetheless
remains a country with low government duration and low levels of cabinet experience.
But while we find that the French specialists are wrong about France, we also find that
they are correct to underscore the distinction between cabinet instability and underlying
cabinet turnover. By focusing on this distinction, our study raises questions about a central
trade-off that is frequently discussed in research on institutional design in parliamentary
systems. Scholars often argue that single-member-district plurality rule systems, or other
majoritarian systems like that of the Fifth Republic, produce cabinet stability, whereas
fractionalized party systems under proportional representation (PR), such as the Fourth
Republic, lead to shorter-lived cabinets. Thus, one can enhance stability and accountability
by choosing a majoritarian system like Britain’s, or one can enhance inclusiveness and
‘fairness’ by choosing a more proportional system. It is difficult, however, to have stability
and inclusiveness, because the proportional systems that yield inclusiveness mitigate
against stability.
Our analysis calls into question the terms in which this trade-off is understood. By
analysing cabinet experience instead of government duration, we find that the alleged
stability of majoritarian systems masks substantial turnover within the cabinet itself. If we
believe that the cabinet is a relevant arena of policy making and that experience is a valuable
asset when formulating and implementing policy, then this change of focus is interesting
and significant.
CABINET INSTABILITY IN POST-WAR FRANCE

Three themes about cabinet stability are prevalent in the literature on post-war French
politics. The first is that the high level of cabinet instability in the Fourth Republic made
it very difficult for politicians to govern effectively, leading to a transfer of power to the
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civil service, and ultimately to the demise of the system. According to this line of argument,
cabinet ministers often lacked incentives to pursue their policy goals because they knew
they would be out of a job before they could complete the task. And civil servants, knowing
that the minister in charge of their department was likely to be gone soon, could effectively
obstruct any initiatives that they opposed. The end result, according to most interpretations,
was crisis after crisis, and stagnation in governance.3
The second theme is that the problem of instability was solved by the electoral laws and
constitution of the Fifth Republic, which is widely hailed for its stable, coherent majorities.
Parodi, for example, calls the emergence of a stable majority one of the three fundamental
characteristics of the Fifth Republic.4 Maus contends that the most obvious consequence
of the majoritarian electoral law ‘is government stability. No one, since 1962, has seriously
imagined that a motion of censure could be adopted’.5 And Debré says that it is undeniable
that ‘[t]hrough government stability and the principle of majority vote, the 1958
Constitution reduced the number of crises’.6 Indeed, cabinet stability in the Fifth Republic
is part of our textbook understanding of France.
The third theme is that the movement from instability in the Fourth Republic to stability
in the Fifth is more apparent than real. Scholars making this claim do not – and could not
– deny that cabinet instability, as traditionally measured (i.e., as the time between the
formation and termination of governments), was extremely high during the Fourth
Republic. But these scholars argue that the relevant type of instability was not problematic
during the Fourth Republic. What matters most, according to these scholars, is continuity
in the personnel who hold cabinet positions. Such continuity creates the experience
necessary for effective governance, and it can exist underneath high levels of cabinet
instability. This is particularly true when the same individuals are re-appointed to the same
portfolio, allowing them to acquire specialized portfolio experience.
Dogan and Campbell were probably the first to study this issue empirically. They argue
that the perceived cabinet instability actually masked a ‘profound’ stability, and they
described a ‘noyau gouvernemental du personnel ministériel’ – a small core of individuals
who hold the most important posts and who remain in office for a long time.7 Their analysis
3

E.g. Michel Debré, Ces Princes qui nous gouvernent; lettre aux dirigeants de la Nation (Paris: Plon,
Collection Tribune Libre, 1957); Lawrence Scheinman, Atomic Energy Policy in France under the Fourth
Republic (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1965); Duncan MacRae Jr, Parliament, Parties and Society
in France 1940–1958 (New York: St Martin’s Press, 1967); Ezra Suleiman, Politics, Power, and Bureaucracy
in France: The Administrative Elite (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1974); Dominique Chagnollaud,
‘La Haute Administration au pouvoir? Les “grands commis” de la IVe République’, Pouvoirs, 76 (1996), 107–15.
In contrast, LaPalombara suggests that if the French look to the ‘administrative arena as the place where the
aggregation of group interests occurs … [then] French society may, in fact, derive important benefits from the
very patterns [of cabinet instability] that are frequently cited as injurious’ (Joseph Lapalombara, ‘Political Party
Systems and Crisis Government: French and Italian Comparisons’, Midwest Journal of Political Science, 2 (1958),
117–42, p. 138).
4
Jean-Luc Parodi, ‘Eléments constitutifs et combinatoires institutionnels’, in Jean-Luc Parodi and Olivier
Duhamel, eds, La Constitution de la Cinquième République (Paris: Presses de la Fondation Nationale des Sciences
Politiques, 1988), pp. 24–45.
5
Didier Maus, ‘La Constitution jugée par sa pratique. Réflexions pour un bilan,’ in Parodi and Duhamel, eds,
La Constitution de la Cinquième République, pp. 295–329, at p. 317.
6
Michel Debré, ‘The Constitution of 1958, Its Raison D’Être and How it Evolved’, in William G. Andrews
and Stanley Hoffman, eds, The Fifth Republic at Twenty (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1981),
pp. 11–24, at p. 22.
7
Mattei Dogan and Peter Campbell, ‘Le personnel ministériel en France et en Grande-Bretagne’, Revue
française de science politique, (1957), 313–45, p. 334.
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involved simple comparisons with Britain. They noted, for example, that in the fifteen most
important departments, eighty-seven men were appointed as ministers during six years of
the Fourth Republic, which they view as not significantly more than the sixty-five men who
were appointed during a similar period in Britain. They also found that the number of new
men brought by five or six reshuffles in Britain during the 1950s was almost identical to
the number of new men who came into the cabinet for the first time in France during this
time.
Williams similarly argues that despite changes in the governing coalition, ‘the rotation
of ministers did not prevent a surprising degree of continuity’ in the Fourth Republic.
Politics in the Fourth Republic was safeguarded by the similarity between one
administration and the next: ‘In every French Parliament about twenty senior ministrables
each served in several governments. They provided the core of every cabinet’.8 Like Dogan
and Campbell, he noted that turnover in important portfolios was very similar to turnover
in Great Britain during the same period. Between 1944 and 1958, he argued, the six highest
posts were occupied by forty-eight individuals in Paris, twenty-seven in London and thirty
in Washington, which he saw as comparable numbers.
Petry also argues that there is relative stability in cabinet ministers who occupy key posts
in the Fourth Republic. He finds that there is a nucleus of about thirty ministers who were
often re-appointed, and a core of twenty-three men who were appointed to nine or more
cabinets. He writes: ‘Frequent ministerial reappointment gave individual ministers more
practical experience and political expertise and thereby contributed to their decisional
autonomy. This was all the more true when a minister was reappointed repeatedly to the
same portfolio’.9 Similarly, Chagnollaud, in an article provocatively entitled to question
the ‘administrative dominance’ perspective on the Fourth Republic, argues that there was
a core of ministers who were often reappointed, with many serving more than three years
during the Fourth Republic.10
The strongest argument in favour of the ‘underlying stability’ hypothesis is advanced
by Dogan. He argues:
Briefly stated, during the Fourth Republic, a stable nucleus remained solidly anchored to
power … The fact that the same men directed the same departments, and also the allocation
of certain positions to men recruited from the same party, added to the firmness of the
governmental core. The notion of ministerial nucleus is essential to understanding how the
Fourth Republic functions and succeeded in so many fields.11

These Fourth Republic scholars, then, direct our attention away from the importance of
traditional definitions of cabinet duration and towards the relevance of cabinet experience
in policy making. In particular, they argue that what we will call portfolio experience –
continuity of ministers in the same post – and political experience – continuity of the same
individuals in government – enhance policy-making effectiveness, even when cabinet
8

Philip Maynard Williams, Crisis and Compromise: Politics in the Fourth Republic (Hamden, Conn.: Archon
Books, 1964), p. 206.
9
François Petry, ‘The Role of Cabinet Ministers in the French Fourth Republic’, in Michael Laver and Kenneth
A. Shepsle, eds, Cabinet Ministers and Parliamentary Government (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1994), pp. 125–38, at p. 132; see also Vincent Wright, The Government and Politics of France (New York: Holmes
& Meier, 1989), p. 91.
10
Chagnollaud, ‘La Haute Administration au pouvoir?’
11
Mattei Dogan, ed., Pathways to Power: Selecting Rulers in Pluralist Democracies (Boulder, Colo.: Westview
Press, 1989), p. 250.
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instability appears problematic. The argument, of course, is not limited to the Fourth
Republic. Dogan is very clear on the general analytic point: ‘The negative consequences
of ministerial instability are limited because it is normally accompanied by the
maintenance in power of a core of political leaders who ensure the continuity of state
leadership.’12 Klaus von Beyme similarly argues that stability of individuals in government
is more significant than the stability of cabinets themselves.13 And Huber and Lupia focus
on cabinet turnover in a formal model, arguing that as it becomes more likely that an
individual minister will be replaced in the cabinet, it also becomes more likely that
bureaucrats will obstruct politicians, especially when the bureaucrats and politicians share
similar policy objectives. This more conceptual work has been supplemented by more
recent empirical research on the impact of cabinet turnover on policy making.14
But our empirical understanding of policy and political experience in cabinets remains
very scant. Even in the case of the Fourth Republic, no systematic evidence has been
collected to measure the different forms of experience in French cabinets. Most of the
research described above involves simple counting of individuals and cabinet posts. Much
of it involves only Fourth Republic data, some of it makes comparisons with Britain in
the 1950s, and Dogan compares France with several other democratic regimes.15 But none
of this research measures experience in a careful cross-section of the most significant
portfolios across a large cross-section of parliamentary systems. Only by so doing can we
assess the relative level of cabinet experience in French politics. In the next section, we
develop explicit measures of cabinet experience that will allow us to put France in
comparative perspective.
MEASURING CABINET STABILITY AND CABINET EXPERIENCE

Three measures of cabinet stability and experience are analysed in the remainder of the
article. To measure conventional cabinet duration, data from the European Journal of
Political Research (EJPR) are drawn upon.16 These data cover a wide range of countries,
including the Fifth Republic and several Westminster systems.
Scholars of cabinet duration often debate the types of events that should be coded as
cabinet terminations, and it is important to bear in mind the decision that was made for
the EJPR data. Six different types of events are considered terminal events in these data:
12

Dogan, ed., Pathways to Power, p. 239.
Klaus von Beyme, ‘Party Systems and Cabinet Stability in European Parliamentary Systems’, in Henry Steele
Commager, ed., Festschrift fur Karl Loewenstein: aus Anlass seines achtzigsten Geburtstages (Tubingen: Mohr,
1971), pp. 51–70.
14
John D. Huber and Arthur Lupia, ‘Cabinet Instability and Delegation in Parliamentary Democracies’,
American Journal of Political Science, 45 (1999), 18–33. For the impact of cabinet turnover on policy making,
see John D. Huber, ‘How Does Cabinet Instability Affect Political Performance? Portfolio Volatility and Health
Care Cost Containment in Parliamentary Democracies’, American Political Science Review, 92 (1998), 577–92;
John D. Huber, ‘Delegation to Civil Servants in Parliamentary Democracies’, European Journal of Political
Research, 37 (2000), 397–413; John D. Huber and Charles R. Shipan, Deliberate Discretion? Institutional
Foundations of Bureaucratic Autonomy (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002); Cecilia MartinezGallardo, ‘Measuring Cabinet Turnover: The Case of Inflation Control in Mexico’ (paper presented at the Annual
Meeting of the Midwest Political Science Association, Chicago, 2001); and Beth Simmons, Who Adjusts?
Domestic Sources of Foreign Economic Policy During the Interwar Years (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University
Press, 1994).
15
Dogan, ed., Pathways to Power.
16
Woldendorp, Keman and Budge, ‘Party Government in 20 Democracies’, and annual updates of European
Journal of Political Research.
13
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(1) elections, (2) voluntary resignation of the prime minister, (3) resignation of the prime
minister for health reasons, (4) dissension within the government, (5) lack of parliamentary
support, and (6) intervention by the head of state.17 These data allow us to measure
government duration as the time between the occurrences of any of these different events.
The most controversial aspect of this coding is that events considered as terminations
are very diverse.18 Following a termination, for example, the same parties could reform
a government, entirely new parties could take office, a handful of individuals could change,
the government’s majority status could change, or nothing at all could change. All such
consequences, however, are treated identically. Moreover, any changes in cabinet
composition that occur between terminal events are not captured by standard measures of
cabinet duration. It is therefore very difficult to identify the mechanisms that might link
cabinet duration to other aspects of political performance.
These same drawbacks do not exist with respect to cabinet experience, which measures
changes in cabinet composition rather than a diversity of events. To examine empirically
the two concepts of cabinet experience, this article draws on a new dataset created from
Keesings Record of World Events and the European Journal of Political Research.19 Based
on both of these sources, every change that occurred in the composition of the cabinet in
nineteen parliamentary democracies in the post-war period up to 1999 was recorded.
Unlike previous datasets, such as that published in EJPR, we record all changes that occur
in the cabinet, including those that occur between the ‘births’ and ‘deaths’ of governments
(as conventionally measured). A new observation is created by any change that occurs in
the name of an individual controlling a specific portfolio. The data record the date of each
such change, and the nature of the change, including the names and party identification
of each person that controls each portfolio. With this dataset, we can determine the
composition of the cabinet (to the extent that our data sources permit) at any moment in
time. This possibility, of course, also allows us to measure the level of cabinet experience
at different points in time.
Our measures of portfolio experience and political experience are based on changes in
the identities of the individuals who control specific portfolios.20 To maximize
cross-national comparability and to be as faithful as possible to interpretations of French
politics (which stress the existence of a core of political leaders in key portfolios), we focus
only on changes in the ten most important portfolios. To determine these portfolios we used
a combination of the rankings constructed by Laver and Hunt’s (who asked country experts
to rank the five most important portfolios) and our own index of the number of days that
each portfolio is occupied throughout the period of our study.21 Implicit in this index is
the idea that the most important portfolios will be the ones that are most consistently filled.
This assumption is borne out by the fact that the Laver and Hunt experts consistently name
portfolios that are the most frequently occupied. The index allows us to include portfolios
17
See Woldendorp, Keman and Budge, ‘Party Government in 20 Democracies’, for a full description of each
type of event.
18
See Warwick, Government Survival in Parliamentary Democracies, for a careful discussion of the
measurement of government duration. See Huber, ‘How Does Cabinet Instability Affect Political Performance?’
for a critique of the drawbacks of focusing on government duration.
19
Keesing’s Record of World Events (London: Longman, various volumes), and European Journal of Political
Research (various volumes).
20
Summaries of our measures of political and portfolio experience, as well as the measures of cabinet duration
for all countries are found in the Appendix.
21
Michael Laver and W. Ben Hunt, Policy and Party Competition (New York: Routledge, 1992).
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beyond the five that Laver and Hunt name, and to include portfolios that were very
important earlier in our time period, but which may not have been deemed as important
at the time of the Laver and Hunt surveys.
Previous measures of what we have called portfolio experience have counted changes
within a government during a particular time period. Simmons, for example, measures
cabinet stability as the number of times each year in which at least 50 per cent of the cabinet
changed or else the prime minister was replaced. Huber measures stability through changes
in both the identity of particular ministers and changes in the party composition of the
cabinet. And Martinez-Gallardo uses a similar measure to assess the impact of portfolio
turnover on inflation control in Mexico.22 In this article, the focus is on the actual number
of days experienced by individuals in government (in the most important posts) – an
approach that more accurately captures the notion of aggregate cabinet experience. If there
are a small number of posts that experience frequent turnover, for example, but others with
long periods of continuity, then measures of turnover or volatility will mask the underlying
experience.
Our measure of portfolio experience therefore calculates the number of days that the
individual in each of the top ten portfolios has held that portfolio on 31 December of each
year. So if on 31 December of year x, five individuals (who hold one of the top ten
portfolios) have held their portfolios for 500 days and five individuals have held their
portfolios for 1,000 days, the average portfolio experience for these ten portfolios during
that year is 750 days.23 The assumption behind this measure of experience is that a longer
tenure in a specific portfolio will allow a minister to gain expertise in the policy area, and
to build a better relationship with other cabinet members and with the civil servants who
work in that ministry. Such experience should make him or her more effective at pursuing
desired policy outcomes.
Our measure of political experience is similar to our measure of portfolio experience,
though it is not based on continuous control of specific portfolios. Political experience
measures how much cumulative experience is enjoyed by the cabinet’s leaders, regardless
of whether they are switching from one portfolio to another. Thus, political experience
calculates the number of days that each individual has held any top-ten portfolio prior to
31 December of each year. So if on 31 December of year x, five individuals had held some
‘top-ten’ portfolio for 500 days (though not necessarily the one they currently hold) and
five individuals had held any top-ten portfolio for 1,000 days, the average ‘portfolio
experience’ for these ten portfolios during that year is 750 days. The key difference
between our measures of portfolio experience and political experience is that with portfolio
experience, we count only the days of service by the minister in the portfolio he or she
currently holds, whereas with political experience we count prior service in any key
portfolio. Thus, political experience, by definition, is always greater than portfolio
experience. Political experience should improve the ability of ministers in the cabinet to
address the major political issues of the day, because the key leaders have experience at
forging consensus and brokering compromises.
To assess the level of experience in a given country, we take averages across all years
in that country. Since we average over time, our measures can be interpreted as an estimate
22

Huber, ‘How Does Cabinet Instability Affect Political Performance?’; Simmons, Who Adjusts? and
Martinez-Gallardo, ‘Measuring Cabinet Turnover’.
23
For both portfolio and political experience, we count any prior experience by a minister in a top ten portfolio.
It does not have to be uninterrupted experience. If one of the top ten portfolios was not occupied during the year
it is not taken into account when calculating the average measures of political and portfolio experience.
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of the amount of experience that exists across the ten portfolios on any given day during
the time period that is being averaged. A more precise measure would treat each day as
an observation (rather than each year), but, given the computational intensity of such a
measure, we have chosen to focus on yearly estimates.
In so doing, unwanted biases will be created when comparing averages across regimes
that exist for different time periods. This is particularly significant when comparing
average annual experience in the Fourth Republic with other countries because the Fourth
Republic lasts such a short period of time. This short duration made it impossible for
politicians in the Fourth Republic to accumulate the same level of expertise we find in other
countries with long-lasting regimes. Below, we discuss two ways of addressing this
problem.
At this stage, we want to recognize that cabinet duration and our two measures of
experience need not be correlated. Indeed, a point made in the French politics literature
is that they are not. Cabinet duration can be low (as it was in the Fourth Republic), but
if the same basic individuals stay in office (as Fourth Republic scholars claim), political
or portfolio experience can be relatively high. Political and portfolio experience also need
not be related. If there is little political experience, then portfolio experience must be low
as well. But if the same core of individuals stays in power relatively long, trading portfolios
in ‘musical chairs’ fashion, then portfolio experience can be low but political experience
can be high. Finally note that cabinet duration can be high but political or portfolio
experience low. This would occur if substantial reshuffles occur between ‘government
terminations’ as conventionally measured. Of course, the actual relationship between the
different forms of stability is an empirical question, which is addressed in the following
section.
STABILITY IN FOUR MAJOR DEMOCRACIES BEFORE THE COLLAPSE OF THE
FOURTH REPUBLIC

We begin with a simple comparison of the three stability measures in four countries: France
(Fourth Republic), Germany, Italy and Britain. We first focus here on the pre-1958 period
during which the Fourth Republic existed. The results are summarized in Figure 1.
Figure 1 reveals the standard story about cabinet duration. The Fourth Republic has
extremely low duration compared to the other major European democracies at this time.
The average duration of the cabinet in France, for example, is only about 25 per cent as
long as the average duration of a cabinet in Britain. We also see that the Westminster system
in Britain produces the most long-lasting cabinets, followed by Germany. Italy during this
time period has relatively unstable cabinets, though they last almost twice as long as French
cabinets.
Next consider portfolio experience. As noted above, scholars have often argued that
underlying the cabinet stability in the Fourth Republic was relative personnel stability, with
particular individuals often controlling particular portfolios for a long period of time. Our
comparative data do not bear this out. The French Fourth Republic has by far the worst
level of portfolio experience. Its level of portfolio experience is slightly greater than
one-third the level found in Germany, which has the highest level of portfolio stability,
and it is also substantially worse than that found in Italy and Britain.
Figure 1 also reveals that Britain’s level of portfolio experience is much lower that its
level of cabinet duration. Portfolio experience there is barely higher than in Italy – which
is often regarded as being among the most unstable democracies – and it is much lower
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Fig. 1. Mean political and portfolio experience and government duration in four countries, before 1958

than Germany. This finding nicely illustrates the distinction between cabinet duration and
portfolio experience.
Finally, consider political experience. Again, the French Fourth Republic produces the
lowest levels, but the difference from the other countries is less stark than we find with
the first two measures. Cabinet duration in the Fourth Republic, for example, is only 18
per cent as long as in Britain, but political experience is 89 per cent as long as in Britain.
It is still only 61 per cent as long as that of Germany, however. Thus, the relatively low
level of political experience in Britain is almost as striking as the results for the Fourth
Republic.
In sum, three general points emerge from this preliminary look at the various stability
and experience measures in Figure 1. First, in contrast to previous claims, the Fourth
Republic is quite unstable in all respects. This is no surprise regarding cabinet duration,
but it is unexpected for the two cabinet experience measures. And even though the Fourth
Republic does better on political experience, the argument about the existence of a core
of leaders is wrong – indeed, portfolio experience in the Fourth Republic is just over half
that in Germany. Secondly, the benchmark often used for studying stability in the Fourth
Republic – Britain – is not an especially helpful one. Britain clearly has the long cabinet
duration expected of a Westminster system, but its performance on the experience variables
is roughly the same as Italy, which is often viewed as among the least stable countries.
Given the very long cabinet duration in Britain, the lower level of cabinet experience
suggests that substantial reshuffles occur in Britain between the births and deaths of
governments. Finally, though there is substantial reason to believe that the three measures
should be correlated, they need not be. The Fourth Republic, for example, has much higher
levels of political experience than portfolio experience, suggesting a reasonably active
game of ‘musical chairs’. Similarly, Britain has a higher level of cabinet duration than of
portfolio or political experience, suggesting that substantial personnel changes can occur
without a cabinet breakdown. The opposite is true in Italy, where cabinet breakdowns occur
relatively frequently, without substantial turnover in personnel.
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STABILITY IN THE FOURTH AND FIFTH REPUBLICS

We now turn to a comparison of the Fourth and Fifth Republics. In what respects and to
what extent has the Fifth Republic been more stable than the Fourth? One way to answer
this question is to simply calculate the variables for the two Republics separately. Although
we do this, we also feel it is important to address the issue of regime duration: the Fourth
Republic lasted just over ten years and the Fifth Republic much longer. This allows for
a greater accumulation of experience in the Fifth Republic than in the Fourth Republic.
To address this issue, we divide the Fifth Republic up into decades, arbitrarily setting
experience to zero at the outset of the decade. We then have four decades for which we
can compare average annual experience to the Fourth Republic. Each of these decades is
roughly the same length as the Fourth Republic itself. In subsequent sections we use the
same strategy to compare the Fourth Republic to the other parliamentary democracies in
our sample.
The results are given in Figure 2. First consider the comparison of the Fourth with the
entire Fifth Republic. On every dimension, we see substantially more stability in the Fifth
than in the Fourth. Cabinet duration is, on average, nearly three times as long during the
Fifth Republic, and portfolio and political experience are nearly 50 per cent longer in the
Fifth than in the Fourth.
This story is attenuated a bit, however, when we break the Fifth Republic down into
decades. Under President Charles de Gaulle, the Fifth Republic was extremely stable with
respect to the personnel of government. If we compare the Fourth Republic with this initial
period of the Fifth, there was an incredible shift from instability and inexperience to
stability and experience. But stability in the personnel of Fifth Republic cabinets soon
began to break down, even before the alternance of 1981, when the Socialists came to
power for the first time. During the 1970s there was a substantial decline, especially in
political experience. By the 1990s, in which there were two different elections that changed
the majority in the National Assembly, cabinet experience was at its lowest, with political

Fig. 2. Stability in the Fourth and Fifth Republics
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experience just barely higher than during the Fourth Republic. It is also worth noting that,
during the Fourth Republic, political experience was much higher than portfolio
experience, whereas in the Fifth Republic, these two measures are roughly the same. This
indicates that a game of ‘musical chairs’ – the same cabinet ministers trading posts –
occurred to a greater degree during the Fourth Republic than during the Fifth (where losing
a portfolio also entailed losing a place in government).
In sum, while it is clearly the case that the stability of the Fourth Republic was less than
that of the Fifth, much of the difference is attributable to the fact that the Fifth Republic
was so stable under President de Gaulle during the 1960s. After that time, the Fifth
Republic is still more stable than the Fourth, but perhaps less so than many authors believe.
This is largely due to the commencement in the 1980s of legislative elections that regularly
changed the nature of the majority, as well as to frequent turnover during Socialist
governments in the early 1980s and from 1988 to 1993.
CABINET STABILITY AND EXPERIENCE IN COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE

We now extend our analysis to twenty advanced parliamentary regimes. Like the previous
section, this broader comparative perspective provides a picture that is quite different from
the one derived from studies of government duration, lending further support to claims we
have made about the Fourth and Fifth Republics. The analysis also raises interesting
questions about the traditional distinction between stability in majoritarian and
proportional systems.
We use two different datasets, which differ according to the time periods on which the
measures are based. The first dataset includes all the years available for each country
(generally from 1945–46 to 1999, with the exception of France, Portugal and Spain). This
dataset allows members of government to build up their political and/or portfolio
experience over a long period of time (and thus can lead to some biases when we compare
regimes that existed for different lengths of time). The second dataset is based on distinct
decades, as in our analysis above of the Fifth Republic. We assume that experience is zero
at the beginning of the decade and that accumulation of experience ends on 31 December
of the last year of the decade. This allows the maximum accumulation of experience during
any decade to be roughly the same as the maximum possible during the Fourth Republic.
By averaging these scores within countries across decades, we alleviate problems with the
comparisons in the first dataset.24
Figures 3 and 4 show our measures of cabinet experience using the data from all years
and from those averaged across decades. The countries are ranked according to their
average level of the two kinds of experience. Using the dataset that aggregates across all
years, the difference between the country with the lowest political experience (Fourth
Republic) and the country with the highest (Luxembourg) is 1,943 days; when using the
data based on decade means, the difference is only 867 days. This difference between the
two measures indicates that ministers are obviously accumulating experience for more than
24

We also calculated the measures using a third dataset based on roughly the same period of the Fourth
Republic, which begins with the first year for which we have data and ends in December 1957. The measures of
experience for the most unstable countries (the Fourth Republic, Finland and Italy) and the most stable ones
(Luxembourg, Austria and Sweden) are the same but the level of experience for other countries changes
considerably. We include the measures of experience based on these data in the Appendix but do not discuss them
at length since these data underline the fact that idiosyncratic factors can affect measures of experience in any
given ten-year period.
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Fig. 3. Mean political and portfolio experience and government duration, all years

Fig. 4. Mean political and portfolio experience in twenty regimes, mean of five decades

one decade. This underlines that it is inappropriate to compare experience in the Fourth
Republic with experience in other countries across a longer time period.
The portfolio experience rankings of the countries are not significantly affected by how
the data are aggregated: the French Fourth Republic, Italy, Portugal, the French Fifth
Republic and Finland have the lowest accumulation of portfolio experience, and
Luxembourg, Sweden, Iceland, Austria and Germany the highest. For political experience,
in contrast, some countries do change rather significantly when we compare across Figures
3 and 4. Italy and Ireland are relatively more stable when all the data are used (compared
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to the decades data), and the Netherlands is relatively less stable when all the data are used.
These changes are largely due to the need to choose arbitrary start and end dates for the
decades data.
Although these differences across the datasets are worth noting, it is more interesting
to note several points that consistently emerge from Figures 3 and 4. First, the numerous
arguments about a core of leaders in the Fourth Republic do not stand up when considered
in comparative context. No matter which dataset is used, the French Fourth Republic has
the lowest level of portfolio and political experience. Not only is the Fourth Republic the
worst, it is much worse than any other country. Italy, for example, usually has the next
lowest level of experience for all years, and portfolio experience in the Fourth Republic
is nearly half of that in Italy. The contrast is a bit less for political experience but still
substantial: the mean for all decades for Italy was 797 days and only 659 for the Fourth
Republic.
Secondly, the comparative data show that contrary to textbook descriptions, the Fifth
Republic has a very low level of cabinet experience. Cabinets in the Fifth Republic are
consistently more experienced than the Fourth Republic. But is the most unstable system
the right standard for comparison? When placed in the larger context of European
democracies, the French Fifth Republic does very poorly. For all measures of experience
it is among the most unstable regimes, surpassed consistently only by the Fourth Republic,
Italy, Finland and Portugal.
Thirdly, we find that with a handful of exceptions, political and portfolio experience are
very closely related. As was noted above, an important theme in the literature on the Fourth
Republic concerns the existence of a core group of ministers who were consistently
reappointed to successive cabinets, some to the same portfolios but others moving from
one portfolio to another. Similarly, Dogan argues that ‘a ministerial core’ often exists in
unstable countries – the same individuals remain in the cabinet but rotate positions among
themselves. He argues, for example, that there was such a core of ministers in Finland
between 1917 and 1983.25
If ministers are reappointed to subsequent governments but are rotated within the
cabinet, we should see a high level of political experience even in the presence of low
portfolio experience. However, an analysis of the patterns of turnover in a wider sample
of countries shows that this rarely occurs. Instead, Figures 3 and 4 show that the relative
rankings of the countries on both dimensions of cabinet experience move together. The
correlation between both variables is 0.98 based on the means by decade and 0.95 based
on data for all the years in our sample. Taking into account only the years before 1958,
the correlation between the measures of political and portfolio experience is 0.97. Such
a core of ministers clearly does not exist in France, and the data also do not support Dogan’s
claim for Finland. Using both datasets, Finland ranks in the bottom three or four countries
with the lowest levels of cabinet experience.
Two countries, however, do stand out in this respect. In Ireland and Italy there does seem
to exist a ‘governmental nucleus’ that persists in the midst of a high level of rotation within
the cabinet. While Italy ranks low on the dimension of portfolio experience (nineteenth),
there is a higher level of political experience that is being accumulated in the top portfolios
(thirteenth). Equally, Ireland is the twelfth country in terms of portfolio experience but is
the sixth country in terms of political experience. With these two exceptions, the numbers
seem to indicate that the two types of experience are closely related.
25

Dogan, ed., Pathways to Power.
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We now turn to comparisons of our measures of portfolio and political experience with
the traditional measure of government duration.26 The first thing that stands out from Figure
3 is the point we have made before: measures of experience tend to move together but they
are not necessarily related to government duration. There are countries that consistently
have both short-lived governments and very low experience (the usual suspects: France,
Portugal, Italy and Finland), or long-lived governments and high levels of experience
(Luxembourg). However, there are countries that have few terminal events but high
intra-government cabinet turnover (like Britain, the Netherlands and Canada), or countries
where there are more frequent ‘events’, which are not of too much consequence for the
accumulation of experience because ministers stay in subsequent governments (like
Germany, Sweden or Belgium).
The data also raise questions about government stability in majoritarian and proportional
systems. As noted in the introduction, claims about stability in these two types of systems
are central to the literature on comparative democratic processes. Powell nicely
summarizes the conventional viewpoint:
[T]he majoritarian parliamentary constitutions were the most effective at avoiding minority
governments … and were quite effective in generating executive stability. The median
duration of a cabinet in such systems, before either being defeated or having to call an election,
was around 33 months of the 36-month maximum. The representational parliamentary systems,
by contrast, experienced considerable problems with both stability and effective majorities.
The average tenure of their chief executives was only around 22 months, and minority
governments were quite common.27

Though we find that this distinction clearly exists when focusing on government duration,
it does not seem to exist when we examine cabinet experience. The most striking examples
come from Canada and Britain. In Figure 3 we can see that Britain is in fact one of the
countries with the highest levels of cabinet stability, ranking second in terms of the duration
of its governments. Nevertheless, Britain ranks quite low on both political experience and
portfolio experience. The same is true for Canada, which has governments with a mean
duration comparable to that of Luxembourg, but a level of political and portfolio
experience closer to that of Spain or Finland. These systems in fact tend to create stable
majorities and thus governments that stay in office for longer periods. However, members
of government are frequently leaving the cabinet or changing from one ministry to another
following reshuffles that occur during the life of a given government. This implies that at
any given point the membership of the cabinet can be quite different from the original one,
and probably different from the one that will exist when the government ends. New
Zealand, by contrast, conforms more closely to the notion of stable majoritarian systems,
ranking eleventh for duration and seventh for both types of cabinet experience.
The proportional systems in our sample show similar variation in their patterns of
stability and experience. Clearly, the worst performers among the twenty countries (the
French Fourth Republic, Finland, Portugal and Italy) have political systems based on
proportional representation, although Italy has a higher level of political experience than
Britain or Canada. But three countries with the highest levels of cabinet experience
(Luxembourg, Austria and Iceland) also have proportional representation (see Figure 3).
26
As before, the measure of duration used here is based on the European Journal of Political Research. See
Woldendorp, Keman and Budge, ‘Party Government in 20 Democracies’.
27
See G. Bingham Powell, Contemporary Democracies: Participation, Stability and Violence (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1982), p. 63.
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Thus, the relationship between electoral laws and the accumulation of cabinet experience
is not straightforward.
In sum, the variation in patterns of cabinet experience and government stability
challenges us to rethink conventional distinctions between different electoral systems and,
importantly, to consider how different institutional features might affect both stability and
experience, and whether there are different factors that affect these measures of turnover.
FACTORS INFLUENCING EXPERIENCE IN THE CABINET

The preceding analysis suggests that although individual experience in the cabinet and
cabinet stability are correlated, they are clearly different. Relatively stable cabinets can be
staffed with ministers who have low levels of experience, such as in Britain, or with
ministers who have relatively high levels of experience, such as Luxembourg. And
relatively unstable cabinets can be staffed with ministers who have relatively high levels
of experience, such as Italy, or relatively low levels of experience, such as the Fourth
Republic. Given these different possible relationships between cabinet instability and
cabinet experience, an obvious question poses itself: what factors affect cabinet
experience, and how are these factors related to the factors that affect cabinet instability?
In what follows, we offer some very preliminary analyses of factors underlying the level
of experience in the cabinet. We limit ourselves to simple aggregate tests at the
cross-national level. The mean level of cabinet experience for each country (for all years;
see Figure 3) is our dependent variable, and we focus only on the countries that existed
for a comparable time period (thus excluding the French Fourth Republic, Portugal and
Spain). We want to understand variation in these cross-national means. Why do some
countries have more average experience in the cabinet than others?
The existing literature on cabinet stability emphasizes both electoral variables and
government status variables to explain variation in cabinet duration. This literature argues
that single-party majorities are the most stable, and that minority governments are the least
stable. As a party system becomes more fractionalized, single-party majorities become
more difficult to form, minority governments become more common, and bargaining
complexity among members of majority coalitions increases. The result is less stable
cabinets.28 For this reason, scholars often argue that Westminster-type systems, which are
very successful at producing single-party majorities, have stable cabinets.29
It is unclear whether or how these factors related to party systems (for example, the
number of parties or the existence of a Westminster system) or government type (for
example, the prevalence of single-party majorities or minority governments) might affect
experience in the cabinet. On one hand, a large number of parties or the existence of a
minority government should lead to conflict within the cabinet and outside it, with other
parties. In such cases, cabinet positions could function as part of a logrolling mechanism,
whereby the cabinet leaders use rotation as a device to search for support in parliament.
This is precisely what MacRae argued happened in the Fourth Republic.30 If such
‘cabinet post logrolling’ occurs, then more fractionalized party systems and minority
28
Some scholars argue that party systems that allow for the representation of more, and more diverse, groups
contribute to regime stability. This need not be the case when studying cabinet turnover. See Powell, Contemporary
Democracies, for a discussion.
29
E.g., Powell, Contemporary Democracies, and Arend Lijphart, Patterns of Democracy: Government Forms
and Performance in Thirty-Six Countries (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1999).
30
MacRae, Parliament, Parties and Society in France.
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governments should lead to more turnover, and thus less experience. However, regarding
the type of government, Diermeier and Merlo argue that governments use reshuffles to
adjust the payoffs to coalition members or outside parties when there is a policy or electoral
shock. Thus, they argue that majority governments, especially coalition governments,
might have to resort to logrolling by reshuffling portfolios more than minority
governments.31
On the other hand, we have noted that many scholars of the Fourth Republic argue that
a fractionalized party system can lead to cabinet instability without resulting in cabinet
inexperience. Instead, the party system fractionalization that leads to instability can occur
alongside the development of a core of ministers who lend stability to the government. In
fact, Dogan goes so far as to argue: ‘The negative consequences of ministerial instability
are limited because it is normally accompanied by the maintenance in power of a core of
political leaders who ensure the continuity of state leadership. The instability of cabinets
and the stability of core ministerial personnel are usually inseparable phenomena.’32 If this
is true, then the party system attributes that lead to cabinet instability should not have a
negative impact on experience, and could even have a positive impact on stability.33 Of
course, our findings regarding the actual low level of cabinet inexperience in the Fourth
Republic may lead us to be doubtful of the relationship between cabinet instability and
cabinet experience.
To this point, we have considered only variables that are known to influence the level
of cabinet duration, with the goal of thinking about how these same variables might
influence cabinet experience. We also consider two factors that are not in the existing
literature on instability, but which should be related to the level of experience in the cabinet.
The first such variable is population. It is striking to observe in Figures 3 and 4 the
extremely high level of experience in the very small countries of Luxembourg and Iceland,
both of which have populations of less than 500,000 people. In such small countries, the
core of individuals who are ‘ministrables’ may be small, leading to rotation of posts across
the same set of people.
The second variable is the value of a cabinet post. Strom points out that in different
contexts, parties will value ‘votes’, participation in ‘office’ and ‘policy influence’
differently.34 In some contexts, participation in the government is valued in its own right,
in other contexts it is most valuable because it affects opportunities to influence policy,
and in other contexts, vote-maximizing parties may not place a high value on participating
in government. We might expect that as the policy value of a cabinet post increases,
because politicians perceive portfolios as means of affecting policy and not only as office
payoffs, policy expertise should become more valuable and thus portfolio experience
should increase. The relationship between the perceived value of portfolios and experience
might be seen from a different, and related, perspective as well: where portfolios are more
31

Daniel Diermeier and Antonio Merlo, ‘Government Turnover in Parliamentary Democracies’, Journal of
Economic Theory, 94 (2000), 46–79.
32
Dogan, ed., Pathways to Power, p. 239.
33
In fact, most arguments about portfolio allocation and number of parties refer to the percentage of cabinet
positions awarded to each party in a government but have little to say about changes in this distribution within
a single government. See, for example, Carol Mershon, ‘Party Factions and Coalition Government: Portfolio
Allocation in Italian Christian Democracy’, Electoral Studies, 20 (2001), 555–80; and Paul V. Warwick and James
N. Druckman, ‘Portfolio Salience and the Proportionality of Payoffs in Coalition Governments’, British Journal
of Political Science, 31 (2001), 627–49.
34
Kaare Strom, ‘A Behavioral Theory of Competitive Political Parties’, American Journal of Political Science,
34 (1990), 565–98.
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likely to be used as logrolling devices or as payoffs, it is more likely that turnover will be
higher and thus experience will decline. In both cases we would expect experience –
especially portfolio experience – to increase in countries where portfolios are most valued
as a means to affect policy.
In sum, we will consider the effects of party systems, government status, Westminster
systems, population and the policy value of portfolios on government experience. The
specific variables we use are as follows:
Per cent single-party majority is the percentage of days in a country when a single-party
majority government is in office;
Per cent minority government is the percentage of all days when a minority government
is in office;
Effective number of parties is taken from Lijphart’s measure of the effective number of
parties. Lijphart uses the Laakso and Taagepera index, based on the number of parties in
parliament and their share of seats;35
Westminster system is a dummy variable that takes the value 1 in each of the four
Westminster democracies in our data (Australia, New Zealand,36 Canada, and Britain);
Log(Population) is the log of a country’s population; and
Policy value of portfolio is a survey response by country experts consulted in Laver and
Hunt. Laver and Hunt asked respondents: ‘Are cabinet portfolios valued more as rewards
of office or as a means to affect policy?’ The scale ranges from 1–9, where 1 indicates that
portfolios are valued as rewards of office and 9 indicates that they are valued as means
of affecting policy.37
The ordinary least squares (OLS) results are summarized in Table 1. Given the small
number of observations, and given that the party system and government status variables
are highly correlated, a variety of different specifications are presented to give a sense of
the robustness of the results. Column 1 includes the Westminster dummy variable rather
than the government status variables. The first three variables have a negative sign,
indicating that fractionalized party systems, Westminster systems and large populations
all mitigate against cabinet experience. The Policy value of portfolio variable has a positive
sign, indicating that where portfolios are valued as means of affecting policy, not as office
payoffs, experience will be higher. Each of the coefficients is precisely estimated, with the
exception of Policy value of portfolio.
From Figure 3, it seems unclear whether there is any relationship between cabinet
experience and population when we exclude the two extremely small countries. We test
this relationship in column 2 by omitting the two small countries. In this regression,
population has no significant impact on experience, and the coefficients for the other
variables are relatively stable, and each of them is now estimated quite significantly,
including Policy value of portfolio. Since there are reasons to believe that in extremely
small countries variables like party system size and the value of portfolios may have little
35

See Lijphart, Patterns of Democracy, Appendix A.
New Zealand was a classic Westminster system for all but four years in our dataset.
37
Laver and Hunt’s scale actually goes from 1 (policy payoffs) to 9 (office payoffs). We reverse coding of this
variable to facilitate interpretation.
36
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impact (because the pool of available leaders is so small), in the remaining regressions,
we omit Iceland and Luxembourg.38
In column 3, the population variable is dropped with no impact on the results for the
other variables. In column 4, Per cent single-party majority is substituted for Westminster.
This variable, like Westminster, has a large, significant and negative impact on cabinet
experience. In column 5, we add Per cent minority. It has no effect on experience, and does
not affect the results for the other variables. Finally, in column 6 we include the actual
cabinet duration of the country to test the relationship between cabinet stability and cabinet
experience when other factors that affect cabinet experience are controlled for.
Interestingly, we find that Government duration has no statistically significant effect on
experience, and that its inclusion in the model does not influence the results for the other
variables. Of course, Government duration is correlated with Portfolio experience, making
it difficult to draw strong conclusions from this ‘statistical insignificance’.
We have also run similar regressions with Political experience rather than Portfolio
experience as the dependent variable. The results are similar across models and only one
such regression is reported, in Column 7. We find similar results for all variables except
Policy value of portfolio, which has no effect on political experience. This is true
consistently across various specifications.
Substantively, these results confirm that although cabinet stability and experience are
related, they are not the same thing and they are not necessarily related to the institutional
environment by the same mechanisms. In the literature on cabinet instability, for example,
Westminster systems and single-party majorities increase cabinet duration, while minority
governments decrease it. Our tests on cabinet experience indicate that minority
government has no effect, and Westminster systems and single-party majorities lead to less
experience. But the cabinet instability literature also shows that fractionalized party
systems lead to short-lived cabinets, and we find that the same effect exists for cabinet
experience.
It is interesting that party system fractionalization and single-party majorities lead to
less experience, and it is useful to consider the relationship between these coefficients. If
one two-party majoritarian system had all single-party majority governments and another
multi-party PR country had none, how many more effective parties would have to exist
in the PR country than in the Westminster country to have less predicted experience there?
Consider column 4. Based on the results for the Number of parties and Per cent single-party
majority coefficients, a PR system with no single-party majorities would have less
predicted experience than a two-party majoritarian system with all single-party majorities
if the PR system had more than 4.4 effective parties. This is true for four countries in our
data (Denmark (4.51), the Netherlands (4.91), Italy (4.91) and Finland (5.03)). The
predicted level of experience in Finland would be only 155 days less than the predicted
experience in the two-party majoritarian system. Thus, for most proportional systems, the
predicted level of cabinet experience in our models is roughly the same or higher than that
of the majoritarian systems.
CONCLUSION

Our study of cabinet experience has implications for our understanding of France, and for
the study of cabinet stability more generally. With respect to France, we reject standard
38
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claims that a stable core of ministers remained throughout the Fourth Republic, even in
the context of short-lived cabinets. Such claims about a stable core are meaningful only
if a comparative benchmark exists. We find that measured against any such benchmark,
Fourth Republic cabinets were extremely unstable and inexperienced. It is true that
‘cabinets passed’, but by comparative standards, ministers did not ‘remain’.39 We also
reject claims regarding stability in the Fifth Republic. Although the Fifth Republic
improved things over the Fourth, the reforms of 1958 did little to eradicate instability.
Indeed, the Fifth Republic has remained among the parliamentary democracies with high
levels of cabinet instability and low levels of cabinet experience.
With respect to the study of cabinet stability more generally, our most significant
contribution is to establish empirically that government duration has a quite weak
relationship to ministerial turnover (and thus to the accumulation of experience in the
cabinet). We find unstable countries with relatively high levels of experience (such as Italy)
and low levels of experience (such as the Fourth Republic), and we also find stable
countries with high (such as Luxembourg) and low (such as Britain) levels of experience.
These empirical findings suggest that conventional claims about the distinction between
majoritarian and proportional systems are somewhat misleading. In particular, we find that
Westminster systems and single-party majorities are not conducive to high experience. As
noted above, the overall relationship of the party system to experience is ambiguous:
party-system fractionalization has been found to relate to low levels of experience, but our
predicted level of experience is lower in Westminster systems than in all but the most
fractionalized proportional representation systems.
These interesting relationships are worthy of further empirical and theoretical study.
Empirically, it is clearly possible to do more systematic tests of the duration of individual
ministers. The results presented here, however, suggest that such tests should be preceded
by the development of new theory. Scholars, for example, have long understood that prime
ministers in Westminster systems tend to reshuffle their cabinets, and recent work has
begun laying a theoretical foundation for understanding such reshuffles.40 This recent
research suggests that existing theories of portfolio allocation may not provide substantial
leverage on questions of turnover. In existing theories, portfolios are viewed as optimal
allocations of agenda control to political parties, with most studies focusing on which
parties get which portfolios, or how many portfolios are given to parties in coalitions.41
By contrast, more recent work suggests that portfolio changes may be desirable
mechanisms for weeding out bad ministers.42 How such mechanisms – and the incentives
to employ them – differ across countries, however, is something that has not been the
subject of significant theorizing.
The fact that turnover could be a good thing, and that it often occurs in systems like that
39
See Philip Maynard Williams, Politics in Post-War France: Parties and the Constitution in the Fourth
Republic (London: Longmans, 1958).
40
Keith Dowding and Won-Taek Kang, ‘Factors Affecting Ministerial Resignation in the UK’ (unpublished
paper, London School of Economics, 1998); Keith Dowding and Won-Taek Kang, ‘Ministerial Resignations
1945–97’, Public Administration, 76 (1998), 411–29; and Torun Dewan and Keith Dowding, ‘He Has to Go!
Analysing the Effects of Ministerial Resignations on Government Popularity’ (unpublished paper, London School
of Economics, 2002).
41
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in Twenty States (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), chap. 4; Michael Laver and Kenneth Shepsle, Making
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of Britain where cabinets are stable in a traditional sense of the term, suggests that one of
the most interesting questions for further research is one we have not discussed at all –
the optimal level of cabinet experience. Since the Fourth Republic has motivated much
of our analysis, we have implied that more experience is better. More specifically, we have
argued that cabinet experience may be a more valuable variable for understanding
parliamentary government than is government duration. Cabinet experience can foster
more effective decision making by enhancing the policy expertise of ministers, by
enhancing their ability to forge compromises across parties and party factions, and by
enhancing their ability to work effectively with civil servants. At the same time, the
extreme of no turnover, and thus maximal experience, hardly seems ideal. Little rotation
in government could lead to corruption, to iron triangles, to a lack of innovation, or to low
satisfaction with democracy. Some turnover is obviously desirable. But the question of
what sort of turnover and how much is a very difficult issue to address. We feel that the
most useful pathway forward in this regard is to redress the imbalance between studies that
look at the causes of instability – of which there are many – and studies that look at the
consequences of instability and inexperience – of which there are few.

APPENDIX

Experience and Stability Measures for Twenty Parliamentary Democracies*
All years

Decades means

Political
experience

Portfolio
experience

Political
experience

Australia

1,449.23
(10)

1,156.94
(10)

992.98
(12)

Austria

1,825.92
(4)

1,599.94
(3)

Belgium

1,436.29
(11)

Britain

Portfolio
experience

Before 1958
Political
experience

Portfolio
experience

912.75
(11)

1,238.52
(9)

1,240.93
(9)

669.97
(13)

1,282.45
(3)

1,213.64
(3)

1,548.69
(4)

1,471.64
(4)

888.00
(8)

1,190.85
(9)

1,014.73
(9)

913.75
(10)

983.43
(12)

938.44
(12)

555.63
(16)

1,276.13
(15)

919.01
(15)

895.81
(13)

754.41
(15)

739.80
(15)

694.48
(15)

994.16
(2)

Canada

1,355.98
(14)

1,024.37
(13)

865.69
(14)

775.78
(14)

1,504.25
(5)

1,404.60
(5)

944.65
(4)

Denmark

1,458.52
(9)

1,130.66
(11)

1,017.21
(8)

929.63
(9)

911.98
(13)

803.08
(13)

636.60
(15)

Finland

1,130.62
(16)

837.15
(17)

798.08
(17)

661.40
(18)

736.35
(16)

610.71
(16)

427.72
(18)

French 4th Rep.

658.68
(20)

411.92
(20)

658.68
(20)

411.92
(20)

658.68
(17)

411.92
(17)

1,81.57
(20)

French 5th Rep.

1,086.95
(17)

894.57
(16)

828.04
(16)

736.08
(17)

Germany

1,631.71
(5)

1,377.80
(5)

1,128.35
(5)

Iceland

2,002.99
(3)

1,570.55
(4)

Ireland

1,629.71
(6)

Italy

1,388.57
(13)

Duration

–

–

499.96
(17)

1,022.03
(5)

1,084.44
(11)

1,043.89
(11)

688.96
(12)

1,309.48
(2)

1,268.86
(2)

1,600.31
(3)

1,521.03
(3)

908.81
(5)

1,114.52
(12)

1,002.63
(10)

871.85
(12)

1,253.09
(8)

1,145.85
(8)

900.30
(7)

776.90
(19)

797.08
(18)

636.07
(19)

761.29
(14)

660.12
(14)

354.45
(19)
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All years

Decades means

Before 1958

Political
experience

Portfolio
experience

Political
experience

Portfolio
experience

Political
experience

Portfolio
experience

Duration

Luxembourg

2,601.28
(1)

2,192.10
(1)

1,526.72
(1)

1,441.20
(1)

1,641.26
(2)

1,432.69
(2)

1,153.0
(1)

Netherlands

1,391.07
(12)

1,198.03
(8)

1,059.35
(7)

991.90
(7)

1,158.57
(10)

1,102.28
(10)

904.90
(6)

New Zealand

1,624.12
(7)

1,267.66
(7)

1,095.10
(6)

1,009.08
(6)

1,315.73
(7)

1,261.38
(7)

689.96
(11)

Norway

1,466.90
(8)

1,313.69
(6)

999.90
(11)

970.05
(8)

1,377.23
(6)

1,343.43
(6)

758.12
(10)

Portugal

903.02
(18)

798.45
(18)

779.12
(19)

740.32
(16)

—

—

652.08
(14)

Spain

1,060.29
(18)

962.25
(14)

862.73
(15)

814.10
(13)

—

—

981.68
(3)

Sweden

2,231.22
(2)

1,746.18
(2)

1,242.28
(4)

1,140.29
(4)

1,789.02
(1)

1,479.79
(1)

759.00
(9)

*Numbers in parentheses are country rankings with (1) being the most stable country and (20) the least. Rankings
for measures before 1958 are based on seventeen countries only. See text for explanation of how the different
measures were calculated.

