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Abstract: 

 
This paper focuses on the timing of coalition formation under presidential systems and its possible effects on the 

durability of the coalition agreement. While elections in parliamentary regimes have recently been characterised by a 

high degree of uncertainty both in the results and the formation of a cabinet, it is not the case for presidential polities. 

Indeed, the visibility and the "identifiability" of the options towards the composition of a government appear to be more 

predictable in presidential regimes.  

Thus, through a sample of 29 governments in Latin America, we show that presidentialism, with its fixed mandate and the 

cleaver selection of the president, affects the “coalition cycle” by favouring a stronger propensity to pre -electoral 

agreements. On another hand, we found no direct evidence, in terms of necessity or sufficiency, between the precocity of 

coalition agreements and the durability of coalition governments. 
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1. Introduction  

Elections in the parliamentary democracies of Western Europe have recently been marked by a high degree of 

uncertainty as to determine the final winners and, as a direct consequence, the composition of the new 

government. For instance, Belgium had no government for a year and a half after the 2010 and again, even if 

shorter proportions, in 2014. The Greeks had to vote twice before getting one in 2012, and Italy almost 

experienced a similar problem in 2013, and so on. Even Britain, which political and electoral system used to be 

considered as the most prone for obtaining clear majorities (Lijphart 1999), experienced an unresolved result 

after 2010 elections, which forced the parties into an uncommon after-the-vote bargaining to form the first 

coalition cabinet in Britain’s history2. 

These events contrast with what occurs in presidential-centred polities, where except for some few cases of 

vote contestation (e.g. Mexico in 2006 and 2012, or the USA in 2000), the result of the elections leads almost 

automatically to the designation of a winner, and consequently to the formation of a cabinet around him.  

This difference introduces the suspicion that, depending on the constitutional configuration, elections could 

have a different impact on cabinet formation. Indeed, elections in multiparty parliamentary regimes act as a 

photograph that depicts voters' preferences and party weights in parliament (Luebbert 1986:1). Election day is 

followed by the opening of a bargaining round in order to form a government around a formateur, often the 

leader of the most voted party3. On the other side, for presidential polities elections operate as a cleaver, 

selecting a winner who becomes the head of the government and simultaneously the Head of the State. In this 

configuration the formateur is, by definition, the president-elect. These differences in the nature and 

characteristics of the electing process conduce to structural differences in terms of predictability and 

identification of the future cabinet, and consequently in the coalition process. Considering so, can we observe a 

difference in the process of coalition formation in the presidential configuration? 

                         
2 Saved for a necessary Second World War coalition, see Bogdanor (2011). 

3 The formateur may also be the chief of a central party regarding its “position” (Budge and Laver 1986). 
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The literature in political science dealing with coalition cabinets in presidential regimes has registered recently 

an exponential production, both in quality and diversity of the topics. A first generation aimed to evidencing the 

existence and viability of the phenomenon (Deheza 1998, Lanzaro 2001, Chasquetti 2001; Cheibub et al. 2004; 

Albala 2009), as an answer to the presidentialism vs/ parliamentarism debate in which many scholars stated that 

coalition would be unstable or undesirable under a multiparty presidential configuration (Linz 1994; Linz and 

Valenzuela 1994; Stepan and Skach 1993; Mainwaring and Shugart 1997). Actually, since 1958 coalition 

governments have represented more than half of all type of governments of Latin Americans’ presidential 

regimes, and some countries such as Brazil and Chile, have only known this type of governments (Deheza 

1998; Reniu and Albala 2012).  

Following this starting path, came a second wave focused on finding structural differences with parliamentary 

regimes’ coalition cabinets, mostly through distinct institutional constraints (Altman 2000; Chasquetti 2008; 

Amorim 2006; Figueiredo and Limongi 2008; Cheibub 2007). Finally, in the last years, the scope of analysis 

have widespread through a study of coalition formation and cabinets’ appointments, and the impact on 

coalition governance (Martinez Gallardo 2012; Kellam 2013; Alemán and Tsebelis 2011), conflict management 

(Hiroi and Rennó 2014; Martinez Gallardo 2014; Raile et al. 2011) and ministerial turnover (Dávila et al. 

2013; Camerlo and Pérez Liñán 2013). 

This extent production has contributed to a significant update on the comprehension of how and why coalition 

cabinets form on multiparty presidential regimes. However, it is surprising that no one has brought any 

significant knowledge to the question when do coalition agreements form in presidential regimes? This question 

is quite relevant as the presidential configuration seems to bring a better visibility and predictability on the 

election results, and potential effects on the quality of democracy.  

We argue here, that parties in multiparty presidential regimes, tend to form early agreements as to minimize the 

costs inherent to presidential elections, and maximise their probability to obtain ministerial portfolios and/or 

the adoption of desired policies. Based on a sample of 29 coalition governments in Latin America, we will 

evidence the existence of a presidential coalition cycle, distinct from the coalition cycle under parliamentary 
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regimes. Finally, we will test the impact of precocity on the durability of the coalition, using Fuzzy Sets 

calibration. 

2. The framing of a coalition cycle 

Before discussing the literature on coalition timing, whether pre- or post-electoral, we need to establish an 

analytical and conceptual map, beginning from the election as the critical event for coalition formation. Thus 

By “coalition cycle” we understand the lifetime of a given coalition, from the formalisation of the alliance until 

its disintegration, shrinking and/or enlargement. Any change in the original coalition composition (e.g. the 

entry/exit of a partner) supposes, then, the beginning of a new cycle. As we focus our work on coalition 

governments, we do not consider sporadic legislative agreements, contrary to several studies in this field that 

tend to miss the target of the analysis (Raile et al. 2011; Chaisy et al. 2014).  

A coalition government is above all the result of a negotiation between two or more parties, which requires 

sufficient strength and mutual commitment on a broad list of topics and in different levels (mostly at the 

executive and legislative levels). Thus, we do not consider here i) governments that include co-opted or 

independent ministers; ii) governments of a single party comprising of several internal factions, as autonomous 

as they might be4; and iii) governments formed by a dominant party and ‘satellite’ parties5.  

Following these definitions, the defection of a partner does not necessarily imply the disintegration of the 

coalition, but rather supposes the end of a cycle. The forming of a coalition government, and the beginning of a 

coalition cycle, are articulated a priori around the occurrence of recent or forthcoming elections, marked in 

Figure 1 as “t 0 ”. The variety of possible scenarios implies different degrees of organization, institutionalization 

                         
4 Like Uruguayan Frente Amplio. 

5 In these cases the denomination of ‘party’ is merely formal. It is a strategy for dominant parties to artificially inflate their 

parliamentary group, through a by-pass of the electoral law. Elections for senators in Argentina constitute a good example of this. 

Since the 1994 Constitutional reform, every province elects three senators as follows: 2 senators for the wining list, and 1 for the first 

“minority”. Thus in several provinces, like La Rioja or Buenos Aires, the Justicialist Party and its ‘testimonial’ allies frequently obtain 

every seat under competition. 
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and coalition pre-visibility. We illustrated these scenarios, in figure 1, according to the timing of their 

formation. 

** FIGURE 1 HERE ** 

Hence, a coalition government is considered as post-electoral, marked “t+1”, when its formation and 

formalisation occurs after the election, as a result of interparty bargaining. This temporal conception, although 

obvious and classic, must not disregard neither the study of informal and unpublicised agreements, nor 

historical and ‘familiar’ links of collaboration (Franklin and Mackie 1983; Gibson 1999). In these cases, ex post 

coalitions could be considered as predictable, natural or ‘inertial’. Similarly, ad hoc agreements (noted t +2, t +3 ...) 

are the result of critical events such as the exit of one or more new members of a previous coalition, and/or 

voluntary and "afterthought" enlargement of an existing coalition, with no real connection to immediate 

electoral matters.  

By contrast, ex ante coalitions are those whose formalisation takes place before the election, marked at a “t -1” 

scale. This type of configuration is the result of electoral alliances that may encompass various denominations 

(“united electoral front”, “common candidate”, etc...), according to higher or lower binding levels. In these 

agreements different parties consented to share their economic, organizational and logistics resources for an 

upcoming election. We can therefore highlight three necessary criteria to define electoral coalitions: i) the 

publicity of the coalition agreement, ii) the fact that the involved parties agree to participate jointly rather than 

separately in the election, and iii) a national scope of the agreement (Golder 2006). As every election supposes 

a previous organisation and publicity during the campaign period, the dynamic approach for the study of such 

alliances should adopt a broader temporal perspective, beginning not the day before the election but the day 

before the electoral campaign (Carrol and Cox, 2007: 301). Indeed, some electoral agreements may include a 

broader commitment, like the celebration of common primaries for the selection of a single coalition candidate. 

This requires the common organisation of a campaign before the general one, which we would note at a “t -2” 

position. Finally, in those electoral systems where a second round is needed in presidential elections, we took 

into account run-off agreements when there is an official and public call for electoral campaign between the two 
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rounds of the competition. This scenario implies a transfer of staff and organisational resources from the 

eliminated candidate to the one that qualified for the ballottage, beyond “vote intentions”. We include this case 

at a “t -0.5” position. 

Now we have settled the timing patterns for the formation of coalition cabinets, we will stress out how the 

literature uses to analyse this processes. 

2.1 The classic analysis of the coalition cycle: the parliamentary logic 

Until recently, the literature on coalition theories mostly dealt with establishing predictable models towards the 

formation and dissolution of coalition governments. Following the rational choice paradigm, scholars argued 

that every player involved in the process is looking for an optimisation of its bargaining costs and risks. From 

this perspective, government’s efficiency and survival depend on the relationships between the Prime Minister 

(PM), the ministers from PM’s party, and those from the coalition partners. Each other’s attitudes and loyalty 

rely on and are determined by their legislative basis (Laver and Schofield, 1990:2). Therefore, the formation of 

coalition governments is generally studied through a risk-aversion perspective, as an attempt to clarify “shadow 

of the future” (Lupia and Strøm 2008), in a one-round election configuration.  

The notion of minimal wining coalition and its subsequent updates are driven by the central assumption of 

every player's perfect information on ‘who offers what’ and ‘who gets what’. Following the principle of a 

proportional allocation of portfolios (Laver and Schoffield 1990), scholars stood that the election (t 0 ) 

constitutes the informative event where parties receive their share in parliamentary seats, and so their 

“negotiating power” (Strøm et al, 2008: 9). The main asset for negotiating ministerial portfolios is, thus the size 

of the parliamentary delegation. The most reliable partners are expected to receive a major share of ministerial 

portfolios, qualitatively and quantitatively, with a bonus for “hinge” parties (Bäck et al. 2009; Martin and 

Vanberg 2004; Martin and Stevenson 2001).   

These studies follow a “t +1” timing approach through the sequence election> rounds of formation>coalition 

agreement. The “rounds of formation” consist of bargains towards ‘who gets in’ (i.e. access to government), 

‘who gets what’ (i.e. which portfolios) and ‘what is to be done’ (i.e. the governmental agenda). The result and 
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duration of the formation rounds are conditioned by institutional constraints, the historical background between 

the players, the heterogeneity of their “preferences” and the need to build an alliance that will provide, at least, 

a “tolerance” majority when facing a motion of censure (Falcó-Gimeno and Indridason 2013; Bäck et al. 2011). 

The conclusion of the coalition cycle would result from factors strongly dependent on the constitutional 

configuration, the players’ behaviour, and the occurrence of critical events. Thus, cyclic termination does not 

only mean the conclusion of the coalition government, but also the transformation of the coalition from its 

original configuration. Taking this into account, four potential scenarios appear: i) no termination and renewal 

of incumbent cabinets (Lupia and Strøm 1995; Damgaard 2008); ii) a “technical” termination as the result of a 

parliamentary dissolution, followed by new ordinary –or not- elections, including unpredicted events like the 

PM’s death or its resignation for non-political reasons (Damgaard 2008; Saalfeld 2008); iii) a conclusion not 

followed by new elections, through a ministerial “remodelling” or a change in the composition of the coalition; 

and iv) a conclusion of the cycle without a dissolution of the alliance, due to the end of the government 

mandate, and which could lead to a renewal of the pact. 

The last two scenarios rely on actors’ behavioural motivations, which make them more unpredictable, despite 

some scholars’ elegant intents to predict the termination of the cycle through the consideration of partners’ 

ideological proximity (Jäckle 2009; Warwick 1994). Summarising the mainstream argument on “coalition 

cycle”, Figure 2 shows that elections, both previous and forthcomings, appear as a determinant for the 

formation and the conclusion of coalition cabinets. 

** FIGURE 2 HERE** 

 

2.2 A recent ‘ex-ante’ approach 

For the dominant ex-post approach, elections are regarded as a photograph that depicts the balance of strength 

among parties. Voters, considered as rational in this approach, vote for their ideologically “preferred” party, 

weighing its possibility to win the election or to join a winning coalition (Armstrong and Dutch 2010). If they 

perceive that the party will not be able to join the government, they may switch their vote for the closest party 
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able to do so, as to avoid “wasting” their vote. Thus, voters in multi-party parliamentary regimes seem to cast a 

“coalition vote” previously evaluating every possible government combination (Duch et al. 2010; Bargsted and 

Kedar 2009; Blais et al. 2006). 

The counter-argument to the a priori uselessness of pre-electoral alliances, exposes thus that most post-electoral 

coalition rely on a poor "identifiability" of the forthcoming government and, as a consequence, low 

responsiveness (Golder 2009; Carroll and Cox 2007). Indeed, in many European cases voters were totally 

unable to identify to which government they were voting for, since they could hardly predict which coalition 

was about to be formed and which policies were about to be pursued (Strøm 1990). This is particularly true in 

Belgium and Israel. More recently, UK, Greece and Italy experienced also some surprises regarding 

government composition. 

Empirical evidence has shown that the occurrence of electoral alliances is not an exceptional event, thus calling 

for the opening of a new field of studies on coalition theories (Powell, 2000:247). Lately, a few Scholars have 

addressed the experimentation of pre-electoral agreements and their impact on the formation of a new 

government. They argued that parties are mostly drown by cost/benefits considerations when deciding to join 

before the election (Golder, 2006:7). The main assumption is that office seeking constitutes the fundamental 

incentive for running together, insofar as the investment for doing so is such that it would be irrational for 

parties not to convert the agreement into a coalition government (Carroll and Cox 2007; Martin and Stevenson 

2001; Strøm et alii, 1994).  

Therefore, due to the uncertainty of the election results, and with the goal of establishing a parliamentary 

majority, the materialization of agreements generally consists as a presentation of joint candidates in all or most 

part of the national territory. The cost of this pre-electoral alliance is that usually each party agrees to withdraw 

some of its own candidates and support those of the coalition in the constituencies where the latter would be 

better placed. In this context, "small parties" seek to negotiate the candidacy of their symbolic figures. 

The most relevant findings of these approaches consisted in finding out political constraints for pre-electoral 

agreements. Unsurprisingly, the electoral system is considered as the main constraint. Majoritarian systems 

seem more costly and uncertain for parties running on their own when the number of parties in competition is 
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substantial. In other words, the more disproportional the system, the higher the probability for pre-electoral 

agreements (Bandyopadhyay et al. 2011; Golder 2010; Debus 2009; Goodin et al. 2007). However, this 

argument may be challenged by the British example which, despite being a paradigmatic case for majoritarian 

systems, has never experienced electoral coalitions.  

Finally, the main arguments state that pre-electoral agreements are supposed to occur among ideologically close 

and ‘familiar’ parties, in order to form a common government (“positive coalition”) or to defeat a common 

enemy (“negative coalition”). Under that consideration, a pre-electoral alliance seems to be enforced by the 

incumbency effect, with an incumbent seeking to amplify or renew its political basis and an opposition seeking 

to defeat the government (Martin and Stevenson 2010).   

2. The presidential factor 

As we have seen so far, under parliamentary regimes the coalition cycle is narrowly linked to the parliamentary 

cycle. In this section we will analyse to what extent the presidential configuration may affect the coalition 

cycle and how it differs from the process in parliamentary regimes, as described above. In addition, we will test 

if the presidential constraint upon the coalition cycle impacts on the durability of coalition cabinets. We argue 

here that the most common approach for the study of coalition formation, based on game theory, does not fit 

well for presidential configurations. As seen before, these works are based on the economic assumption of 

perfect information among the players involved, presupposing a perfect knowledge of everyone’s strength and 

position, which becomes evident the day after the election.  

A pre-electoral tendency of coalition formation under presidentialism 

Following the Presidential vs. Parliamentary debate initiated by Linz (1994), we highlight three main 

differences between both regimes. First of all, the direct election of the Head of Government, who is at the 

same time the Head of State, by popular vote6 in a zero-sum game. The election operates selecting 

instantaneously, or after a second round if needed, a winner among all the candidates. This winner is the only 

                         
6 The United States, and Argentina until 1983, which have an indirect mechanism for the election of the president, through an 

Electoral College. 
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actor in charge of forming his government (Martinez Gallardo 2012; Cheibub 2007) and no government may be 

formed without the president's party. Hence, presidential coalition operates as a cleaver, leading to a 

bipolarisation of the competition between winners and potential winners. As an illustration of that, we use a 

triad game (see figure 3), in which a president-elect from party “A” may form a government with party B or 

party C. In very rare and improbable cases we can find a “Grand Coalition” unifying A, B and C altogether, but 

in no case we can have a BC government excluding A. 

** FIGURE 3 HERE** 

Secondly, the election of the president, either simultaneous or not to legislative elections, does not depend on a 

parliamentary bargaining (Cheibub 2007). President's legitimacy derives from his/her own election. 

Nonetheless, this does not mean that the president rules alone. In a case of coalition cabinet, the president is 

nevertheless constraint by the coalition agreement in order to keep its parliament majority.  

Finally, under presidentialism, the mandate of the head of the executive is fixed. This means that even if the 

president loses his majority in congress, he remains in office until the next election, which will be celebrated 

following a constitutionally mandated time schedule. This is a fundamental difference with parliamentary 

regimes7 and may potentially diminish the importance of coalition partners by reducing their “walk away 

value” (Lupia and Strøm 2008). Hence, as the eventual departure of any member of the coalition does not lead 

to the fall of the government, the walking away option for a coalition member is more costly and may reveal 

unsuccessful.  

Moreover, unlike parliamentary regimes, the process of cabinet formation under presidential configuration is 

limited in time, running from the proclamation of the final result of the election to the inauguration day of the 

mandate, generally fixed by the Constitution. In Graph 1 we exposed the constitutional lapse between the 

election of the president to the day of his assumption in the Americas. If the average extension extends from 1.9 

                         
7  And, following Linz (1990; 1994), this constitutes the main reason for presidentialism's propensity to instability, and operates as a 

negative constraint to coalition formation due to the fact that the president does not “need” a majority to remain in office.  
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to 3.05 months, this value does not reflect the disparity among the cases. Indeed, the Mexican president-elect 

used to have 5 months to form his cabinet before taking office. At the opposite side, Argentinean and Bolivian 

presidents-elect have the shortest lapse to do so, from 0.5 to 1.5 months, depending on the need for run-off. 

Note that run-off conditions vary according to the Constitution. In the Americas, 10 over 19 polities include it 

in their electoral system. Moreover, the extension of the lapse between the first and the second round of the 

election also varies, from one month (Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, El Salvador and Uruguay) or one 

month and a half (Ecuador), to two months (Chile, Peru and Guatemala). 

**GRAPH 1 HERE** 

We argue hence that the separation of powers, and the fixity of the mandate constitute remarkable constraints 

that have a significant impact on the formation, development and conclusion of coalitions. Furthermore, since 

the formateur has to be the president, the "coalition options" are more limited in presidential regimes. This 

feature leads to a more restricted dimension of willingness than what can be seen in parliamentary systems, 

where all parties can potentially join forces in order to obtain a majority (Strøm 1990).  

On the other hand, as shown above, majoritarian electoral systems are supposed to be more prone to electoral 

coalitions due to their higher level of uncertainty. As presidential election is by nature majoritarian, with only 

one possible winner in a single constituency, it is expected to have an impact upon coalition formations. 

Moreover, scholars have stressed out balottage as a strong coalition constraint which, after selecting two 

finalists among all the candidates, would induce the losers to choose among the finalists in order to maximize 

their possibilities to enter the government (McClintock 2013; Chasquetti 2008; Crespo and Garrido 2008; Blais 

and Indridasson 2007; Jones 2005).  

Taking these arguments into account and in order to test our first hypothesis, we pose two assumptions: 1) the 

more definite the election for “selecting” the head of the government, the more predictable and identifiable are 

the coalition options; 2) the more identifiable and recognizable the political options, the earlier the inter-party 

agreements are crafted. Therefore our first hypothesis is: 
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H1: Coalitions, under presidentialism, are likely to form at a pre-electoral stage. 

We ranked all the 29 coalition cabinets formed in Latin America since the return of democracy in the late 1980's 

(table 1). In the final column we indicate whether these governments followed or not electoral agreements, and 

operationalised the timing of the agreement through fuzzy sets calibration, following the timeline in figure1: 

- 0,0: no electoral alliance, merely post-electoral formation (t + 1  and so on);  

- 0,33 “inertial” alliances, as government coalitions that were publicly called to form the day after the election, even if the 

partners did not run together for the elections; 

- 0,60: partially, where the “core” of the cabinet members ran together at the elections (t -1 or t -2), but where some new –

minority- partners joined the cabinet after the election;  

- 0,70: run-off agreement (t -0,5), where all the government partners ran separately in the first “round” of the election but 

joined for the run-off;  

- 0,90: when all the partners of the cabinet ran together in the elections (t -1);  

- 1.0 when all the partners ran together in the elections and celebrated common primaries to select a unique candidate (t -2). 

 

**TABLE 1 HERE** 

It appears, then, that there is strong empirical evidence that coalition governments derive from electoral 

coalitions. Indeed, almost 90% of the coalition governments in Latin America derived, totally or partially, from 

electoral alliances (26/29). Moreover, among the 3 contrary cases, the two Uruguayan presidents, Lacalle and 

Sanguinetti, had publicly expressed during the campaign their intention to form a coalition government with the 

traditional contender (the Partido Colorado and the Partido Nacional, respectively), in a sort of “inertial but 

informal agreement” following a huge tradition of cooperation between these two parties (Albala 2009, 2015). 

Thus, there is only one real instance (3,4%) of post-electoral formation for coalition cabinets: the rare case of 

Paz Estenssoro's government in Bolivia (1985-1989), who, after running in an electoral alliance together with 

the leftist party MIR (Movimiento de Izquierda Revolucionaria), decided to form a coalition cabinet with his 

main contender during the electoral campaign, the conservative party ADN (Acción Democrática Nacionalista). 

Hence, in most cases, coalition cabinets derived from a t -1 or t -2 agreements. In some cases, particularly in 

Brazil, these agreements would be enlarged for few newcomers after the election but it is significant that the 

core members used to join before the election. Nevertheless, we can point out the second government of the 

first mandate of Lula, in which the inclusion of the PMDB (Partido do Movimento Democrático Brasileiro) a 
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year after his election, led to a fracture among the “core members”, causing the exit of the PDT (Partido 

Democrático Trabalhista) (Figueiredo 2007). 

In only a few occasions the coalition candidate was nominated through a common primary election 8. Despite 

that, the data confirm our hypothesis that the cleaving effect of presidential elections leads to a bipolar electoral 

competition and to a generalization of pre-electoral agreements. 

Additionally, we can nuance the impact of ballotage as a coalitionmaker. Among the electoral coalitions only 4 

cabinets (15,3%) resulted from run-off agreements. We must also mention that the Bolivian constitution set a 

legal framework in which, when facing a run-off, Bolivian MPs used to be in charge of selecting the president. 

This situation led to the already mentioned election of Paz Estenssoro and to Paz Zamora’s one, who came third 

at the national election and got his election through an agreement with the rightist party of Hugo Banzer.  

Finally, although a logical hypothesis could assume that negative coalitions tend to form earlier as to maximise 

their chances for winning elections, we could not find any empirical evidence that the nature of the coalition, 

whether negative or positive, would affect the precocity of the election. Indeed, even if De la Rúa (1), Aylwin 

(0.9), and Batlle (0.7) led 'negative' electoral coalitions (respectively against Menemism, Pinochetism and the 

Frente Amplio), their high scores in terms of precocity are similar to those of Sarney and Rousseff II,  Paz 

Zamora, Banzer and Sanchez de Losada II (0.7); Piñera, Uribe II, Santos I and II, Borja and Gutiérrez (0.9), and 

finally Frei, Lagos, and Bachelet I and II (1), all of whom led somehow 'positive' coalitions. 

These findings allow us to establish a new model of coalition cycle under presidentialism (see figure 4), where 

pre-electoral agreements tend to be the first step to coalition cabinets. 

**FIGURE 4 HERE** 

4. Precocity vs. durability of coalition cabinets 

Now we have observed that most coalition cabinets derive from electoral alliances under presidentialism, we 

shall verify whether this timing element has an impact on the duration of these pacts. Pre-electoral agreements, 

                         
8 De la Rúa won the primaries of the Alianza in Argentina, and Frei, Lagos and Bachelet (twice) won the Concertación primaries, in 

Chile. 
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although appearing as more 'costly' for parties, are generally regarded as less superficial. Indeed, in a case of 

electoral success leading to a parliamentary majority, the bargaining rounds may logically be limited to the 

“who gets what”, while the “what is to be done” (the forthcoming policies) may have been agreed during the 

campaign and included in a common program (Bäck et al. 2011; Moury 2004). 

Since coalition cabinets based on pre-electoral agreements are less affected by the parliamentary weight of the 

players, they are less likely to present a "minimal winning" configuration; conversely, they are expected to be 

more ideologically homogeneous, thus more consistent, cohesive and, by extension, more stable (Debus 2009; 

Goodin et al. 2007; Golder 2006). However, if ideological proximity may save “rounds of formation”, it has no 

automatic effect on the issues of the agreement (Bandyoppadhyay et al 2011). 

It is worth to precise that coalition agreements are not spontaneous. They arise or break from either external 

elements (e.g. the socio-political context) or internal concerted attitudes. The bargaining process and its length 

are constrained by: i) the objective and the nature of the coalition (positive or negative); ii) the nature of players 

involved (type of parties, their ideology, their “coalition culture”); and iii) the number of players (the higher the 

number of players, the more complicated and costly the bargain is expected to be). Then, as a prelude for 

testing our second hypothesis, we can logically assume that earlier contacts should lead to deeper agreements in 

terms of accuracy and comprehensiveness (Moury 2004), including a higher probability for establishing 

possible way-outs in case of political gridlock. We expose hence Hypothesis 2 as follow: 

H2: The sooner the alliance is formed, the more durable is the government. 

We will test our second hypothesis through a study of the 26 concluded coalition governments in Latin 

America9. We operationalised the data using Fuzzy Sets methodology (Rihoux and Ragin 2009; Schneider and 

Wagemann 2012). Similar to coalition formation processes, the rupture of a coalition agreement and the exit of 

a coalition member may have several origins, both external and internal. Thus, on a broader aim to identify why 

coalition cabinets last on multiparty presidential regimes, we added three other variables and a “control 

variable” to the precocity variable. By doing so, we expect to map and find some inference relationships over 

                         
9  We shall not consider the  cases of Bachelet II, Santos II and Rousseff II, since they are still in office. 
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the survival/termination of a coalition pact in presidential regimes. Then, following the most common 

arguments from coalition theories’ literature, we state five complementary hypothesis to H2, as follow: 

H3: The institutional system operates as  a strong constraint against a walking away temptation 

H4: The clearer and stronger is the cleavage system the lower are the incentives for walking away 

H5: The more familiar are the parties, the more prone they are to solve problems 

H6: The more critical is the context the higher are the incentives for walking away 

As main external constraint we included the institutional variable (H3). Most scholars who worked on 

government coalitions in presidential systems established that the institutional system can operate as a strong 

constraint against walking away temptation (Chasquetti 2008; Garrido 2003; Altman 2001). The main argument 

is that the electoral system, through the possibility for reelection and intermediate elections should facilitate  the 

survival of the election.  

Secondly, as an internal condition we added the “cultural variable” (H4), following the assumption that a 

coalition government comprised of parties that possess a “coalition tradition” are expected to be more prone to 

deal with tensions within the coalition, and therefore to last longer than coalition governments composed by 

“hegemonic parties” (Reniu and Albala 2012).  

We also add the “cleavage variable” (H5), expecting that a polity characterized by a strong political cleavage 

would lead to the formation and maintaining of strong and stable political “poles” (Albala 2009), with a low 

probability for political defection from one pole to another. A strong cleavage system is, thus, expected to 

negatively constrain the “walk away value”, as it barely turns successful.  

Finally, we add a contextual control variable (H6) that assumes that a “favourable” socio-political context, 

expressed in high rates of economic growth and low levels of unemployment, has a positive impact over 

coalition stability. We calibrated our variables as follow:  

The Outcome (DUR): as a measure of the duration of the initial coalition pact in relation to the presidential 

mandate duration, expressed in months. Therefore we noted: 

- 1, if the coalition pact remained stable during the whole the president's mandate;  
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- 0.5, if the pact lasted half of the formal president mandate;  

- 0.2, if the pact lasted 20% of the formal presidential mandate, and so on.  

The Precocity condition (PRECOZ): using the same calibration as in table 1. 

The Institutional condition (INST): following the most common argument of neo-institutional studies (Strøm 

et al. 1994, Warwick and Druckman 2001; Altman 2000; Chasquetti 2008; Albala 2015), it was calibrated 

regarding its supposed “constraining effect” over coalition survival:  

- 1.0, representing the existence of the combination of a “electoral coattail” derived from the simultaneity of presidential and 

parliamentary elections, the possibility for a president to be re-elected, and the existence of  run-off.  

- 0.8, as the value for the combination of the coattail together with a “constraining electoral system” (like the Chilean 

binominal system) and the run-off possibility but without re-election of the president. 

- 0.75, as the value expressing a partial coattail (part of the of the congress is renewed), together with the re-election 

possibility and the run-off possibility. 

- 0.66, for a situation combining a coattail and a run-off, but without the possibility for presidential re-election. 

- 0.5, describing a situation in which a partial coattail, the existence of a run-off, and no presidential re-election are combined. 

- 0.33, supposing a situation of possibility for presidential re-election with no coattail and no run-off.  

- 0.2, as a coattail with no possibility for presidential re-election and no run-off. 

- 0.0 , no coattail, no possibility for presidential re-election, no run-off. 

The “Coalition Culture” condition (CULT): it measures the existence of a consensual culture among 
partners: 

- 1.0 supposes a strong historical tradition of political agreements and coalition experiments at the national level. 

- 0.75 represents a remarkable tradition of political agreements between the partners, and former coalition experiments in the 

last ten years.   

- 0.66 indicates a consensual political culture among the partners.  

- 0.5 shows a recent political culture, with at least one coalition experiment (Referendum, election...). 

- 0.2 representing a weak political tradition for coalition agreements.  

- 0.0 as a Polity marked by a hegemonic and confrontational political culture.  

The cleavage condition (CLIV): expresses the presence of a strong structuring cleavage, with data taken from 

experts of every countries and Latinobarometro and LAPOP databases:  

- 1.0, supposes the existence of a clear and structuring cleavage.  

- 0.75, supposes the weakening of a cleavage presenting porous borders. 

- 0.5, shows a situation of a new-coming cleavage and/or a disintegrated cleavage (generally a “negative” cleavage against 

someone). 

- 0.2, merely discursive cleavage. 

- 0.0, absence of a cleavage and fracture lines at the political and society level. 

The Context condition (CTXT): with data taken from the United Nations’ Economic Council of Latin 

America and the Caribbean (ECLAC, CEPAL in Spanish), and calibrated as: 

- 0.1, totally unfavourable socio-economic context (huge economic crisis and social tension). 

- 0.33, unfavourable context, with economic recession (measured by annual GDP growth) and/or marked by several social 

tensions (growing rate of unemployment) and mobilisations. 

- 0.5, moderate context, with a stagnated level of growth and a stabilised rate of unemployment. 

- 0.66, relatively favourable context, with modest growth (up to 2%) and/or a decreasing unemployment rate.  

- 0.8, very favourable context, with a relevant GDP growth (>2%) and strong decreasing of the unemployment rate.  

- 1, Totally favourable socio-economic context: high growth rate (>5%) and low level of unemployment.  

 

We computed the results on Table 2, in which we can easily observe the values of every condition for each case. 

We highlighted the PRECOZ condition as to facilitate the understanding of its relationship with the Outcome 

variable. Thus, we should logically expect, as a “perfect” combination, that a high precocity on the formation of 
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the agreement (PRECOZ ≥ 0.6), combined with strong institutional constraints (INST ≥ 0.66), with a deep 

coalition culture (CULT ≥ 0.66), a strong cleavage system (CLIV ≥ 0.75), and a “favourable” context 

(CONTXT ≥ 0.66) should lead to a long-duration of the coalition agreement (DUR ≥ 0.5). This “perfect 

equation” would be noted: PRECOZ*INST*CULT*CLIV* CONTXT = DUR10. 

**TABLE 2 HERE** 

The main conclusion we can draw from this table is that there is no evident set-relationship between precocity 

and durability of the agreement. Thus, in Graph 1 we only plotted these two dimensions as to find any 

explanatory value that precocity on its own might have regarding the duration of the agreement. As we can see, 

we barely find a direct set-relationship. Several cases appear as contradictory or opposed to our hypothesis. For 

instance, De la Rúa's government (Early = 1/ duration = 0.25) constitutes the perfect counter example of an 

early crafted agreement that was afterwards short-lived. Nevertheless this result can rather be explained by the 

lack of “coalition culture” (calibrated as '0') of De la Rúa and his party, the Unión Cívica Radical (UCR), that 

used to be a hegemonic party (Albala 2009). On the opposite side, there is the strange case of Paz Estenssoro, 

whose government was the result of a late agreement with his main electoral opponent, but lasted the whole 

mandate.  

**GRAPH 2 HERE** 

However, if we focus on the upper-right corner of graph 2, which combines high duration of the agreement 

with high precocity, we can observe that it concentrates most of the cases. Indeed, 90% (18/20) of the cases 

presenting the outcome DUR ≥ 0.5 (every dots on the right half of graph. 2),  had a precocity value calibrated 

up to a 0.6. Similarly, 86.6% (13/15) of the cases where the coalition agreement lasted the whole mandate (Dur 

=1), where formed at least at a 0.6 time value.  

When focusing on the set-relationships, we compute the data under the software kirq and run the analysis through 

the measure of the consistency and coverage scores of the PRECOZ condition, we can see that even if it has a 

                         
10 Following the FSQCA notation, the presence of the variable is noted by capital letters, while its absence is noted by lowercase 

letters or preceded by a tittle sign “~”. 
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median 'consistency' value (0.78), meaning that alone it could barely be 'sufficient', its 'coverage' value (0.82) is 

the second highest combination of conditions11.  

This value seems to appear as quite relevant of the set-relationship among all other conditions taken solely. 

However, while precocity seems to be an intervening variable for most of the cases, it is neither a necessary nor a 

sufficient variable as to explain a long-term duration of coalition cabinets, as it contains several contradictory 

cases (e.g. De la Rúa, Lula I and II/ Paz Estenssoro). Moreover, the institutional and cleavage variables ranked 

consistency and coverage scores too close from it (respectively 0.84/ 0.71; and 0.82/ 0.73), making dubious the 

sufficiency or necessity of every single variable.  

On another hand, considering the possible combinations, the “perfect combination” summarised above by the 

also “perfect equation”, seems to apply as it obtains a consistency score of 0.92 (92% of the cases presenting 

this combination), but its coverage, i.e. the frequency in which this combination appears, remains quite low 

(0.43) insufficient for evidencing a causal relationship. Notwithstanding, when we focus on the combination 

INST*CLIV*PRECOZ, we found a convincing set-relationship with the DUR outcome, presenting a 

consistency value up to 0.87 and a coverage value of 0.84, both significantly higher than any other 

combination.  

 

5. Conclusions 
 

A vast literature has been developed during the last decade as a result of scholars' attempts to apply coalition 

theories to cabinets. These efforts have provided valuable theoretical knowledge and tools for the analysis of 

the formation, maintenance and breakdown of coalition governments, both for parliamentary and presidential 

regimes. However, very little has been written as to answer to the question “when do coalitions form in 

multiparty presidential regimes”, and if the timing of formation has an impact on the durability of the coalition 

agreement. This article aimed at filling this analytical gap. 

Through the study of the 29 Latin American experiments of coalition governments, we highlighted the 

differential roles and mechanisms of some features of presidential systems, and their consequences upon party 

                         
11 For more information about 'consistency' and 'coverage', see Ragin (2006) and Goertz (2006). 
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structuration and behaviour. We assumed that coalition governments in presidential regimes differ in their 

expression from those in parliamentary regimes. Therefore, we sought to answer two questions regarding the 

interactions of presidential design and the experiment of coalition governments: how would the particularities 

in presidential regimes affect the crystallization of coalition agreements? And do they influence coalition 

termination? The main goal was to establish whether the coalition cycles in presidential systems are similar to 

those under parliamentary designs. In order to answer these questions we pointed at two main elements of 

distinction and potential influence. First of all, the cleaving effect of presidentialism, and its impact on the 

coalition options. As a consequence of this, cabinet options are more limited in presidential system than in 

parliamentary ones. Hence, both the visibility and identification (Strøm 1990) of the options towards the 

composition of the government appear to be more evident in presidential regimes than in parliamentary ones, 

and thus more predictable. Indeed, presidential election provides institutional, organizational and symbolic 

dimensions with a strong cleaving trend, such as the "pro/anti-incumbent" effect. 

In comparison to parliamentary systems, alliances are more forthcoming in presidential configurations. We 

showed the impact of presidentialism on the coalition timing, through a “presidentialised coalition cycle”.  

Moreover, we also showed a relevant relationship between precocity and duration of the coalition pacts, 

following the assumption “the sooner, the better”. However, we need to be careful in generalising this 

relationship. Hence, following a set-relationship of necessity or sufficiency, we can conclude that no condition 

appears as necessary for guarantying the survival of a coalition agreement. On another hand, an early coalition 

agreement that would be held in a polity with high institutional constraints and a strong cleavage system, should 

have a higher expectation of duration. In other words, this combination of conditions (INST*PRECOZ*CLIV) 

reveals sufficient as to ensure coalition cabinet’s survival. Furthermore, other variables like the coalition culture 

and the context are also quite relevant as to predict and/or condition the survival of a coalition pact.  

These findings may provoke scholars to analyse whether this higher pre-visibility and identifiability of coalition 

governments under presidential regimes lead to a comparatively higher responsiveness of such governments. 

Since they stem from negotiated electoral and programmatic agreements, the policies of coalition cabinets 

under presidential regimes should logically be more predictable and thus more accountable. 
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TABLES AND FIGURES: 

Figure 1: Time-line of coalition formation 

 

Figure 2: The classic –parliamentary- coalition cycle 

 

Source: Strøm et al. (2008:10) 

 

Figure 3. Cabinet possibilities under presidentialism 
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Note: We inserted in black the lapse between the first, or unique, election round 

and the inauguration of the mandate. We inserted in grey the lapse between the 

second election round and the assumption.  

* Mexico has operated a change of his constitution in 2013, reducing the length 

for the president assumption form 5 to 4 months.  

Source: national constitutions 
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Table 1. Electoral and Government Coalitions in Latin America 

 

Note: * Presidents that could not finish their mandates (resigning or impeached) 

Source: Author's elaboration  
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Figure 4: The coalition cycle under presidentialism 

 

Notes : Dotted lines were used to indicate the events consisting in timing eventualities for 
coalition enlargement.  

Source: Author’s elaboration 
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Table 2. Overview of Coalition Cabinets` Durability in Latin America 

 

 

 

Note: the number indicate the number of cases corresponding to this combination of values 

 

Government INST CULT CLIV PRECOZ CONTXT DUR 

De la Rúa (Ar) 0.75 0 0.5 1 0 0.25 

Sarney (Br) 0.5 0.2 0.75 0.7 0.1 1 

Cardoso I (Br) 1 0.5 0.75 0.6 0.8 1 

Cardoso II (Br) 0.5 0.75 0.75 0.6 0.8 0.75 

Lula I (Br) 1 1 0.75 0.6 0,8 0.25 

Lula II (Br) 0.5 1 0.75 0.6 0.8 0.25 

Roussef (Br) 1 1 0.75 0.6 0.8 0.8 

Paz Estenssoro (Bo) 0.5 0 0.75 0 0.1 1 

Paz Zamora (Bo) 0.5 0.2 0.5 0.7 0.66 1 

Sánchez de Losada (Bo) 0.5 0.5 0.2 0.6 0.66 1 

Banzer (Bo) 0.5 0.5 0.2 0.7 0.33 1 

Sánchez de Losada II (Bo) 0.5 0.5 1.0 0.7 0.1 0 

Aylwin (Cl) 0.8 0.5 1 0.9 0.66 1 

Frei (Cl) 0.66 0.75 1 1 0.8 1 

Lagos (Cl) 0.66 1 1 1 0.5 1 

Bachelet (Cl) 0.8 1 0.75 1 0.5 1 

Piñera (Cl) 0.8 1 0.75 0.9 0.5 1 

Pastrana (Co) 0.66 0.66 0.5 0.6 0.33 0.5 

UribeI (Co) 0.75 0.66 0.5 0.6 0.66 1 

Uribe II (Co) 0.75 0.66 0.75 0.9 0.5 1 

Santos (Co) 0.75 0.75 0.75 0.9 0.66 1 

Borja (Ec) 0.5 0.2 0.5 0.9 0.8 0.5 

Gutiérrez (Ec) 0.5 0.2 0.5 0.9 0.8 0.25 

Lacalle (Uy) 0.2 0.66 0.5 0.33 1 0.3 

Sanguinetti II (Uy) 0.2 0.75 1 0.33 0.5 1 

Batlle (Uy) 0.5 1 1 0.7 0.2 0.5 
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Graph. 2: Precocity vs/ duration of the agreement


