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Abstract. As semi-presidentialism has become increasingly common in European democracies, so have the
debates about the consequences of several of its political and institutional features. In particular, in those
regimes, cohabitation between presidents and cabinets of different parties and cabinet dismissal powers on
the part of presidents are thought to be a source of inter-branch conflict and government instability.However,
so far, most empirical work on government survival has failed to confirm any of these expectations. This
article addresses this disjuncture between theory and empirical results by making a twofold contribution.
First, it takes into account the internal diversity within semi-presidentialism, modeling the implications
for government survival of different configurations between presidential powers’ of cabinet dismissal,
parliament dissolution and cohabitation in European semi-presidential systems. Second, it reconsiders
traditional government survival using the competing risks framework by adding a distinction between two
different types of non-electoral replacement: those where replacements imply a change in the party of the
prime minister and those where they do not. Once such an approach is adopted, that presidential powers of
parliamentary dissolution and cabinet dismissal indeed emerge as highly relevant for explaining government
survival in these regimes.
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Introduction

In semi-presidential regimes, where the ‘constitution includes a popularly elected fixed-
term president and a prime minister and cabinet who are collectively responsible to the
legislature’ (Elgie 1999: 13), the separate election of presidents and parliaments raises
important questions about government stability.What are the consequences of presidential
powers, especially if they allow dismissal of cabinets or dissolution of assemblies, for
government survival?And given that legislative and presidential elections are separate,what
are the consequences of cohabitation – that is,when ‘the president’s party is not represented
in the cabinet’ (Samuels & Shugart 2010: 44)?

Over the past two decades, such questions have grown in importance as semi-
presidentialism has become ‘the most prevalent system of government in Europe’ (Amorim
Neto & Strøm 2006: 623) making its features and consequences the object of increasing
interest.Many works have indeed provided persuasive arguments and qualitative evidence,
from a variety of historical cases, as to why government stability should be affected both
by presidential powers and by cohabitation between presidents and cabinets of different
parties (Linz 1994; Shugart & Carey 1992; Sartori 1997). And yet, the scarce comparative
contributions in the empirical literature on government survival that have looked into
the powers and political features of heads of state, using quantitative evidence, have
mostly failed to confirm these expectations (Strøm & Swindle 2002; Cheibub & Chernykh
2008; Schleiter & Morgan-Jones 2009a; Sedelius & Ekman 2010). Instead, most past work
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along these lines has found that presidential powers and cohabitation have no impact on
government stability. Why does this disjuncture exist between theoretical and qualitative
work and in comparative quantitative analyses? How can it be addressed?

This study looks into this topic with the help of the EuropeanRepresentativeDemocracy
Data Archive (Andersson et al. 2012), which contains information about cabinets, parties,
institutions and several other relevant features of European democracies since the end
of the Second World War. Our sample includes 12 Western and Eastern European semi-
presidential democracies, for which we have additionally retrieved data on presidential
powers and the relationship between presidents and cabinets, as well as other known
covariates of government survival and failure. We suggest that the proper analysis of
government stability in semi-presidential regimes requires attention to two aspects of the
problem that have never been addressed in combination in government survival literature.

The first concerns the internal heterogeneity of those regimes,particularly in terms of the
presidential power to unilaterally dissolve parliament or dismiss cabinets, as well as of the
different contexts created by the time-varying nature of the political relationship between
cabinets and presidents.After all,most of the theoretical arguments about the consequences
of semi-presidentialism for stability have hinged precisely on these factors – the powers
of presidents and their cohabitation with cabinets from which their party is excluded –
making them prime candidates for examination when trying to explain government survival.
Although this internal diversity has been argued to matter greatly, and systematic research
has shown it to be of great importance to government composition (Schleiter & Morgan-
Jones 2009b, 2010), the empirical exploration of its implications for government stability
remains rare in the literature.

The second contribution of this work is to combine this fine-grained view of semi-
presidential regimes with a closer look at different types of government termination, as it
has been conceptualised in the government survival literature. In particular, we distinguish
not only between the competing risks of early elections and non-electoral replacement
(Diemeier & Stevenson 1999), but also introduce a distinction between two types of non-
electoral replacement: one where such replacement effectively consists of a change in the
partisan control of the cabinet (defined as the change of the party of the prime minister);
and one where a new cabinet takes office but with a basic continuity in the party of the prime
minister.

Our findings point to a much more relevant role of presidential powers in heightening
or diminishing the risks of different types of government termination than the empirical
literature has identified so far. Using survival analysis, we show that in those semi-
presidential regimes where presidents have the unilateral power to dissolve parliament,
the risk of government termination by early elections is indeed higher, unlike what
previous studies have found. Furthermore, we show that the presence or the absence of a
presidential discretionary power to dismiss the cabinet – the contrast between a ‘president-
parliamentary’ and a ‘premier-presidential’ regime initially advanced by Shugart and Carey
(1992) – is also of great consequence for government replacement, producing effects that
most of the government survival literature has failed to detect. However, such effects are
only fully uncovered when we take into account different types of government replacement,
particularly in terms of the level of change or continuity in partisan control of the new
cabinet that results from that replacement.
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Semi-presidentialism and government stability

Most studies of government survival comparing semi-presidential and parliamentary
regimes have refuted the notion that the former are inherently more inimical to government
stability, suggesting that any correlation is indeed driven by other aspects (electoral system,
party system fragmentation, etc.) that happen to be co-terminous with semi-presidentialism
(Somer-Topcu & Williams 2008; Cheibub & Chernykh 2008: 279; Schleiter & Morgan-
Jones 2009a: 510).1 This is not entirely unexpected. In his famous indictment of presidential
regimes, Linz (1994) argued that the performance of what he called ‘bipolar’ systems,
with elected presidents and assembly-accountable governments, could not be analysed
‘independently of the larger political system’ – something that was ‘truer of bipolar regimes
than of other types of government’ (Linz 1994: 51). By and large, ‘some of the conditions
favorable to the success of a bipolar system are to some extent the same as those that assure
stable parliamentary government’ (Linz 1994: 55).

Having said that, there are several arguments as to why some semi-presidential
regimes under some circumstances are more likely to generate instability than other semi-
presidential regimes in other circumstances. Two constellations stand out in particular: (1)
contexts when the president’s party is not represented in the cabinet; and (2) systems
where presidents can unilaterally dismiss cabinets. As Linz noted, in bipolar systems, ‘the
incompatibility between the president with considerable powers and a parliament in which
a party or parties not acceptable to him are in the majority can lead to a serious impasse
generating a crisis of the political system’ (Linz 1994: 54; see also Linz & Stepan 1996: 279).

This argument about cohabitation has been recurrently presented in the literature.
Cohabitation is thought to generate potential scenarios of conflict, such as ‘cabinets that
refuse to accept legislative powers of a president’ or a president who refuses ‘to acknowledge
the claims to executive leadership made by an opposition assembly majority’ (Shugart &
Carey 1992: 57). As Sartori (1997: 125) has argued, the coexistence of a president with
a cabinet from which her party is excluded provides the political context in which semi-
presidentialism’s dual authority becomes most problematic, making it ‘confrontational and
thereby stalemated by an executive divided against itself’. ‘With a divided executive, conflict
between the president and primeminister may lead to policy stalemate’ (Elgie 2007: 57), and
it is ‘logical to expect that the president under such periods has less to lose by criticizing the
government, with possible pre-term resignation of government as a consequence’ (Sedelius
& Ekman 2010: 519). Conversely, ‘shared ideological orientation of a governing coalition
and the president should diminish (but not eradicate) the incentives for intra-executive
competition and, subsequently, for intra-executive conflict’ (Protsyk 2006: 223; see also, e.g.,
Skach 2005; Tavits 2009).

The second potentially important aspect to consider, concerns presidential powers. One
of those powers – the ability to unilaterally dismiss the cabinet – is crucial to Shugart
and Carey’s (1992) famous distinction between ‘president-parliamentary’ and ‘premier-
presidential’ regimes, with the former being characterised by the fact that ‘the prime
minister and cabinet are dually accountable to the president and the assembly majority’
(Shugart 2005: 333). For Shugart and Carey (1992: 165), the ability of presidents to
dismiss governments poses dangers: ‘[R]egimes with great presidential legislative power
are problematic, as are those in which authority over cabinets is shared between assembly
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and president.’ Unlike premier-presidential systems, where conflicts between parliaments,
the cabinets they support, and presidents can be effectively managed under a clear chain of
responsibility, systems where both presidents and parliaments can dismiss cabinets create an
‘arrangement [that] encourages the unstable pattern of appointment and dismissal that we
see in Weimar’ (Shugart & Carey 1992: 121). Furthermore, as well as their dismissal power,
presidents may also enjoy the ability to terminate governments by calling early elections. If
such power is given to them discretionarily, one might also expect that governments become
more vulnerable than under conditions where calling early elections requires a combination
of events and different political wills.With all these arguments pointing to cohabitation and
presidential powers as potential sources of instability within semi-presidential regimes,what
does the evidence say?

The general message remains remarkably unclear. Protsyk (2005, 2006) does find that
situations where presidents and prime ministers belong to the same party are associated
with lower political conflict in Eastern Europe. However, when government stability
itself rather than ‘conflict’ is taken as the relevant dependent variable, the effects of
cohabitation have remained elusive. Sedelius and Ekman (2010) fail to find any relationship
between cohabitation and an increased likelihood of early government termination. Using
a broader range of cases, and focusing specifically in government termination by early
elections, Strøm and Swindle (2002) conclude that although ‘partisan conflict’ (i.e., a prime
minister and a head of state belonging to different parties) is positively related to the
incidence of early elections, the results fall short of conventional statistical significance.
Finally, Schleiter and Morgan-Jones (2009a) conclude that whether the president’s party
is part of the government coalition or not is simply devoid of consequences for the
risk of early cabinet termination, either by parliament dissolution or non-electoral
replacement.

Similarly, presidential powers have not consistently emerged as predictors of cabinet
instability. The exception is Sedelius and Ekman (2010), who do find that, in post-
Communist countries, president-parliamentary regimes (those where presidents enjoy
cabinet dismissal powers) are positively associated with a greater likelihood of early
government termination. However, most other studies using a broader sample of cases fail
to reach a similar conclusion. Cheibub and Chernykh (2008), expanding beyond former
communist countries and looking at the determinants of government instability, do not
detect any consequences of any kind of presidential powers for government instability in
the ‘mixed’ systems of theworld.Schleiter andMorgan-Jones (2009a) conclude that cabinets
under heads of state with cabinet dismissal powers have no heightened risk of termination.
The same general inconclusiveness extends to dissolution powers. Strøm and Swindle (2002:
587), for example, find that ‘the effect of having dissolution power unilaterally vested in the
head of state is effectively nonexistent’, while Schleiter and Morgan-Jones (2009a) detect
that, although such dissolution powers increase the risk of non-electoral replacement, they
do not increase the risk of early elections.

In sum, there seems to be a disjuncture between what the literature on the internal
variations of semi-presidentialism leads us to expect, particularly about the consequences
of cohabitation and presidential powers, and what the empirical evidence about the
determinants of government stability has shown. What is the source of that disjuncture?
Can we look at the data in a different way?
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Cases and types of government termination

The study of government termination has a long tradition in political science (for crucial
reviews, see Grofman & Van Roozendaal 1997; Laver 2003; Smith 2004). In the early
1990s, King et al. (1990) made a seminal contribution to the debate, especially at the
methodological level, by making use of event-history analysis, which would become the
standard technique for government termination scholars. We use the same approach and
techniques, but applied exclusively to a set of semi-presidential regimes on which data is
available, particularly through the European Representative Democracy (ERD) dataset
(Andersson et al. 2012), which contains cabinet-level data for 29 European democracies in
postwarEurope.Of those,12 are regimeswhere presidents are popularly electedwhile prime
ministers are accountable to parliament:Austria,Bulgaria, Finland, France, Iceland, Ireland,
Lithuania, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia. These are the cases on which
we will focus. In other words, we do not revisit the topic of whether semi-presidentialism
increases government instability in comparison with parliamentarism. Instead, we want
to focus on the consequences of different attributes of presidents in semi-presidential
regimes within this regime type since, at least since Shugart and Carey (1992), most of
the arguments about the consequences of presidential powers for government stability are
about comparing the consequences of different sub-types of semi-presidentialism.

Furthermore, we bring a conceptual innovation to the definition of types of government
termination. As Figure 1 shows, government terminations follow different paths. There are
governments that survive until the end of the constitutional inter-election period (CIEP)
and face regular elections {a}. On the other hand, the government may also end before the
CIEP is completed, but not all of those early terminations are alike. One possible type of
termination takes place when assemblies are dissolved and early elections follow {b}, and
another when cabinets are replaced without elections being held {c, d} (Lupia & Strøm 1995;
Diemeier & Stevenson 1999; Saalfeld 2008).

However, as Cheibub and Chernykh remind us, there are problems in relying on this
simple distinction between early elections, on the one hand, and non-electoral replacement,
on the other. They note that, for example, in the case of postwar Italy, behind a high
level of cabinet instability, with multiple replacements of cabinets without elections, hid
‘a remarkable degree of stability in the system, which is reflected in the fact that prime
ministers, parties and coalitions remain in power over a succession of formal governments’
(Cheibub & Chernykh 2008: 275). We are moved by a similar concern when conceiving
of cabinet termination, and particularly the non-electoral replacement of cabinets. The
exclusive focus on two types of risk of early termination – early elections and non-electoral
replacement – neglects a potentially crucial aspect: the difference between the replacement
of a cabinet by another with a broadly similar political make-up and leadership (what we
shall call from now on a ‘continuity replacement’) or replacement by a new cabinet with a
different political leadership (a ‘change replacement’).

By treating these two different situations as essentially the same, previous studies have
neglected the fact that a cabinet replacement resulting also in a change of the party of the
prime minister is, potentially, a rather more momentous and consequential event than other
types of replacements.To gauge the theoretical and empirical implications of the conceptual
differences in non-electoral replacements, we subdivide this category into a replacement

C© 2015 European Consortium for Political Research



66 JORGE M. FERNANDES & PEDRO C.MAGALHÃES

Figure 1. Government termination in European democracies.

with the same prime minister or a prime minister of the same party as before {c, continuity
replacement} and another where the new cabinet is not led by a prime minister of the same
party as before {d, change replacement}. A change replacement, resulting in a new partisan
leadership of a cabinet, involves a modification of the political status quo that is potentially
much greater than merely replacing a cabinet with another led by a prime minister from the
same party, or even by the same prime minister.

A few examples illustrate the problem. In 1977, in Portugal, a minority single-party
government led by the Socialist Party’s Mário Soares was terminated following the rejection
of amotion of confidence put forward by the government.President RamalhoEanes, instead
of dissolving parliament and calling early elections, reappointed Soares as prime minister,
who went ahead to form a parliamentary agreement between his Socialist Party and the
smaller CDS (Social and Democratic Centre).A non-electoral replacement thus took place,
resulting in a reconfiguration of parliamentary support for the cabinet, but with the same
prime minister and the same party dominating the cabinet (a continuity replacement).

Six months later, as this short-lived agreement broke down, instead of either dissolving
parliament or allowing Soares to remain as prime minister and form yet a different
cabinet, President Eanes made a different move: he decided, instead, to dismiss the Soares
government and appoint Nobre da Costa, a non-partisan technocrat, as prime minister and
the first of three cabinets known as the ‘presidential initiative’ cabinets – a decision received
by Soares with anger and accusations that the president had ‘violated the Constitution’
(which, of course, was inaccurate).2 To be sure, both the Soares I and Soares II cabinets
were replaced without elections. However, it should be clear by now that the two events
were dramatically different. In the former, there was a change in the government’s coalition
but the leader of the largest party in parliament remained the prime minister; in the latter,
a cabinet was replaced by another with a completely different make-up and leadership – in
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this case following the decisive intervention of a president who used his cabinet dismissal
powers and then installed a technocratic cabinet.

Similar contrasts between continuity and change replacements can be drawn in many
other cases, within and between countries. If such a distinction is not made, an abundant
number of continuity replacements, where prime ministers simply succeed themselves in
a new cabinet that was just recomposed in terms of partisan support, will end up in the
same category as less frequent, but very different, cases of change replacements. The latter
include not only the Portuguese case described above, but such cases as the replacements
of partisan prime ministers in Finland by stop-gap ‘technocratic’ governments (Arter 2003:
88); the demise of Irish Prime Minister Albert Reynolds as leader of a Fianna Fáil-Labour
coalition in 1994 and his replacement without elections by a ‘RainbowCoalition’ fromwhich
FF was excluded (Coakley 1999); Slovenia’s Janez Drnovšek’s resignation in April 2000
and his replacement with Andrej Bajuk (leading a cabinet from which Drnovšek’s LDS,
the largest party in parliament, was excluded); or the collapse in 2009 of the Independence
Party’s Geir Haarde cabinet in Iceland and its replacement by a cabinet led by the Social
Democratic Jóhanna Sigurðardóttir, just to give a few examples.

In the ERD dataset, cabinets are listed for our 12 semi-presidential democracies, with
beginning and end times. The dependent variable we employ is the Failure or Survival
Time of a Cabinet measured in days. For each cabinet, we recorded whether there was an
early failure, by dissolution or non-electoral replacement. Then, in the case of non-electoral
replacement, we checked the prime minister’s party before and after in order to split the
non-electoral replacement type of government termination in two sub-types: whether the
replacement comported a change in the primeminister’s party; or whether it did not. In sum,
we are able to examine three types of early failure: early elections; non-electoral continuity
replacements; and non-electoral change replacements. Following common practice on
government survival studies, we censor government-president combinations that terminate
for technical reasons (Saalfeld 2008). For governments that completed the full CIEP and
had regular elections, ended with the death of the prime minister or terminated beyond the
end date of our study, their survival timewas recorded but, since these cases are not observed
experiencing a political failure event, they are treated as ‘censored’.3

Hypotheses and variables

As we have seen early on, both the powers enjoyed by presidents and their political
relationship with cabinets have been treated by the semi-presidentialism literature as
potential sources of government instability. There are good reasons to believe that such
factors should each have a separate and direct effect on government survival, but also good
reasons to think that their effect should take place in combination and affecting particular
types of survival risks that have yet to be analysed. Let us revisit the several arguments in
turn.

Presidential powers

Of all presidential powers, those of unilaterally dismissing cabinets or unilaterally dissolving
parliament are the most directly relevant for government survival. If a president enjoys
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them discretionarily, the survival of cabinets ceases to be dependent only on the vagaries
of parliamentary politics and the many political and institutional factors (party system
fragmentation, size of government support, party and political system consolidation,
investiture requirements, etc.) that we know determine government survival or termination
in any system. Instead, cabinet survival becomes also dependent on the president.

In general, in a system where the president has unilateral and institutionally
unconstrained dissolution powers, we should expect early elections to become more likely.
It is important to note here that, in all the semi-presidential systems we are examining, the
power to unilaterally dissolve parliament on the part of the prime minister is absent. Of
course, dissolution in semi-presidential regimes can arise out of different combinations of
events that require either a prime ministerial proposal to the president (Ireland, Finland
since 1991) or actions (and inactions) of other agents, such as a parliamentary failure to
invest a government or a rejection of the government programme.4 However, and quite
simply, when a unilateral dissolution power on the part of a particular agent (in this case,
the president) accompanies these conditions,early elections should becomemore likely than
in cases where dissolution can only occur when an agreement between different agents is
required and it needs to be triggered by a specific multilateral combination of events.

H1: In semi-presidential regimes, the presidential power to dissolve parliament
should raise the risk of early government termination through early elections.

Similarly, the ability of presidents to unilaterally dismiss cabinets should also be
consequential. Of course, the dependence of cabinets on parliamentary support in any
kind of semi-presidentialism (and of course also in parliamentary) systems means that ‘the
assembly majority may dismiss the cabinet even if the president would prefer to retain it’
(Shugart 2005: 333). In other words, regardless of whether presidents can dismiss cabinets
or not, a variety of relatively well-known factors is likely to determine government survival.
However, at the same time, ‘in president-parliamentary systems, the president also has the
authority to dismiss the prime minister, regardless of the preferences of the party or parties
that comprise the assembly majority’ (Samuels & Shugart 2010: 99). As a result, unilateral
cabinet dismissal powers introduce an additional potential for instability by creating the
circumstances in which non-electoral cabinet replacement could take place at the discretion
of a single actor.

H2: In semi-presidential regimes, the presidential power to dismiss the cabinet raises
the risk of early government termination through non-electoral replacement.

Cohabitation

A second commonly advanced explanation of instability in semi-presidentialism is, as we
have seen before, cohabitation. In general, we are led to expect that when the president’s
party is not represented in the cabinet, instability should increase. Many studies about
semi-presidential regimes document countries and circumstances where, as a result of a
partisan misalignment between presidents and cabinets, intense conflict emerges between
them.This includes public criticism of government actions by presidents, and sometimes the
use of all sorts of political guerilla warfare tactics ranging from the veto or constitutional
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referral powers to explicit support for warring factions within the cabinet or its parties, that
can thus undermine government public and partisan support and, ultimately, its stability.
Such patterns of conflict have been identified even in those cases where presidents do not
enjoy the discretionary ability to actually remove cabinets or to call early elections (Baylis
1996; Tismaneanu & Kligman 2001; Protsyk 2006), and they are likely to have detrimental
consequences for government stability. Thus, in general, we should expect cohabitation to
have a negative effect on government survival, either through non-electoral replacement or
through early elections.

H3: In semi-presidential regimes, cohabitation between presidents and cabinets
should raise the risk of early government termination in general.

Cohabitation, presidential powers and types of replacement

The hypotheses developed hitherto have focused on the isolated impact of presidential
powers and cohabitation for government survival.There are,however, good reasons to think
that the interaction of institutional and political variables has implications for potential
changes in the status quo. Presidential powers provide institutional opportunities for
presidents to affect government survival, while, at the same time, cohabitation may shape
political incentives. Additionally, as we have seen, non-electoral replacement can be best
conceived in terms of two types: change or continuity. When we consider this, what should
we expect?

First, one might expect the combination between cohabitation and presidential
discretionary dissolution powers to be particularly dangerous for cabinets. If the president
enjoys such powers and his or her party is excluded from the cabinet, powers and partisan
interests on the side of the president may become aligned to undermine cabinet survival.
In other words, when dissolution powers and cohabitation combine, early elections should
become more likely.

H4: In semi-presidential regimes where presidents enjoy dissolution powers,
cohabitation should raise the risk of early elections.

Recall that H2 suggested that cabinets working under presidents with dismissal powers
should be subject to a higher risk of non-electoral replacement. But, what kind of
non-electoral replacement? Dismissal powers allow presidents to unilaterally reject the
solution concocted and supported by a majority parliament at any given moment. At
the same time, in all semi-presidential systems we are examining, as Shugart (2005: 336–
337) shows, presidents have the prerogative of nominating a formateur. This provides
a context in which presidents can not only contribute to toppling a government, but
can also work towards its replacement with a different cabinet more to his or her
liking. To be sure, dismissing a hostile cabinet may involve an inherent high level of
confrontation that can be politically costly for all sides (Protsyk 2006; Schleiter &
Morgan-Jones 2009a). However, precisely because of this, the kind of replacement that is
more likely to take place when presidents have dismissal powers is one where presidents
get some compensation for the political costs of such confrontations, obtaining a change
in the cabinets’ control. Furthermore, the incentives to do so may be even higher when
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presidents face potentially hostile majorities (i.e., cabinets composed of parties from
which the president’s party is excluded). In other words, change replacements should
become more likely in president-parliamentary systems, and particularly so in conditions
of cohabitation.

H5a: In semi-presidential regimes, the presidential power to dismiss the cabinet raises
the risk of change replacements.

H5b: In semi-presidential regimes where presidents enjoy dismissal powers,
cohabitation between presidents and cabinets should raise the risk of change
replacements.

Finally, another way of developing H2 in a more nuanced fashion is to think about
the conditions that could make continuity replacements (where cabinet change but their
partisan control is maintained) more frequent. To the extent that dismissal powers increase
the risk of non-electoral replacement, the kind of replacements we should expect when the
president’s party is part of the government coalition (in the absence of cohabitation) is not
one where the control of the cabinet is changed, but rather where it is preserved.

H6: In semi-presidential regimes where presidents enjoy dismissal powers, no
cohabitation between presidents and cabinets should raise the risk of continuity
replacements.

However, Samuels and Shugart (2010) argue that premier-presidential systems, where by
definition presidents lack dismissal powers, can nonetheless be characterised by a particular
kind of government ‘instability’. While ‘presidents’ formal authority of cabinet dismissal in
president-parliamentary regimes gives them substantial influence over prime-ministerial
deselection, [it is also true that] presidents frequently possess considerable informal
influence over prime-ministerial deselection in premier-presidential regimes’ (Samuels &
Shugart 2010: 104). This informal influence should particularly emerge out of situations
where presidents and majorities are aligned (i.e., in the absence of cohabitation). In such
cases, ‘a de facto reversal of the principal-agent relationship’ is operated (Samuels& Shugart
2010: 102). Presidents aligned with partisan majorities and with such an informal influence
have no incentives to work towards changing the partisan control of the cabinet, but do
have the ability to promote continuity replacements: changing the cabinet while nonetheless
keeping it under the control of the same party (i.e., the party of the president). In contrast, in
premier-presidential regimes under cohabitationwe should observe a decline of presidential
influence, a ‘parliamentarisation’ of governance, and thus a reduced ability of presidents to
promote changes in the cabinet (Samuels & Shugart 2010: 107).

H7: In semi-presidential regimes where presidents lack dismissal powers, no
cohabitation between presidents and cabinets should raise the risk of continuity
replacements.

Variables

To determine the contexts of cohabitation, we sought information about the presidents
under which the cabinets listed in the ERD dataset functioned, in each of the 12
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semi-presidential countries and throughout the period of time covered by the dataset. In
most cases, even when nominally independent and formally unaffiliated with parties when
elected,presidents are nonetheless often former partymembers,party leaders or even prime
ministers, whose partisan affiliation can be determined by consulting historical records,
presidential biographies and election campaign reports.5

On the basis of this, we created a trichotomous Cohabitation variable. It takes the value
–1 when the president’s party is listed as being represented in the cabinet, as described in
the ERD dataset. At the other extreme, it takes the value +1 when the president’s party
is not one of the parties in the cabinet. Finally, we use 0 for situations where either the
president lacked any party connection (as in the independent or nonpartisan presidencies
of, for example, Kirchschlager in Austria or Finnbogadóttir in Iceland) or the government
itself was nonpartisan (as in the several ‘stop-gap’ cabinets in Finland, the three nonpartisan
governments in Portugal in the 1970s or the two governments in Bulgaria in the 1990s led by
technocrats).6 An important point here is that presidential elections can take place during
the term of a single cabinet, causing, in some cases, the same cabinet to function under
different values of the variable Cohabitation. In other words, Cohabitation is treated as a
time-varying covariate. In those cases, we split the term of the cabinet into the relevant time
periods, while preserving a unique identification variable for each cabinet.

The second set of variables relevant to our purposes pertains to presidential unilateral
powers of dissolution and dismissal. In our 12 semi-presidential regimes, these powers
vary considerably. A first group is formed by cases where presidents combine (or at some
point combined) cabinet dismissal with parliamentary dissolution powers: Austria, Iceland,
Finland until 1991 and Portugal until 1982. In Austria, the constitution stipulates that
the president can dismiss the chancellor and the government and also has the discretion
to dissolve parliament (Shugart 2005: 336–337).7 Similarly, Iceland has a president-
parliamentary constitution (Elgie 2011: 85), and the president also has the ability to dissolve
the Althingi.8 In Finland, presidential powers progressively waned over time. Under the
presidency of Paasikivi and Kekkonen, as Arter (2006: 132) notes, ‘the prime minister was
chosen by the president and on occasions removed by him’. Furthermore, ‘the president
alone had the right, without even consulting the government or the parliament, to dissolve
the Eduskunta and order new elections’ (Raunio 2004: 144–145). This was changed, first,
with a 1991 constitutional amendment, which made dissolution cease to be a unilateral
presidential power, requiring prime ministerial consent (Raunio 2004: 144).9 The other
major change took place with the 1999 constitutional reform. ‘Formally, the Presidents of …
Finland [until the new Constitution of March 2000] have [had] discretionary constitutional
authority to dismiss the whole cabinet’ (Strøm et al. 2003: 679). Since then, however,
‘governments are now accountable to the Eduskunta [the unicameral national parliament]
and not to the president as effectively was the case before’ (Raunio 2012: 574). Finally, in
Portugal, while the president had both unilateral dissolution and dismissal powers, the 1982
constitutional revision, though preserving the former,10 was explicitly aimed at constraining
the cabinet’s political accountability before the president, limiting presidential dismissal
powers.11

A second situation is where presidents can unilaterally dissolve parliament but cannot
dismiss governments. Among our set of cases, this is represented by Portugal since 1982
and, of course, the French case, where the president ‘can dissolve the National Assembly,
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Table 1. Presidential powers in European semi-presidential democracies

Unilateral dissolution

No Yes

Unilateral dismissal

No Bulgaria
Finland 2000–
Ireland
Lithuania
Poland
Romania
Slovakia
Slovenia

France
Portugal 1982–

Yes Finland 1991–2000 Austria
Finland 1991
Iceland
Portugal 1982

Sources: Authors’ own elaboration from constitutional sources (see text) and Krupavicius (2008); Krok-
Paszkowska (1999); Andreev (2008); Malová & Rybár (2008); Krašovec & Lajh (2008); Gallagher (1999);
Shugart (2005); Elgie (1999, 2011); Raunio (2004, 2012); Strøm et al. (2003).

although no more than once a year’ (Elgie 1999: 75).12 In the remaining cases (Finland since
2000, Ireland, Bulgaria, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia), the president
lacks the unilateral power to either dismiss the government or dissolve parliament. For
example, in Lithuania ‘the president has the right to dissolve the Seimas after the passage
of a vote of no confidence in the government, and only if the government asks the president
to call early elections’ (Krupavicius 2008: 70–71).13 In Poland, the president ‘did have the
right to dissolve parliament [but only] if there was a simple vote of no confidence in the
government’ (Krok-Paszkowska 1999: 178–179), while remaining conditions specified in the
Polish constitution prevent presidential discretion (McMenamin 2008).14 Similar rules exist
in Bulgaria (Andreev 2008), Slovakia (Malová & Rybár 2008) and Slovenia (Krašovec &
Lajh 2008),while in Ireland presidents can do little else but refuse a primeminister’s request
for dissolution in some cases (Gallagher 1999: 107).

Using this information, we code cabinets as working under presidential Dissolution and
Dismissal powers. Table 1 summarises our case selection according to presidential powers.

We add to our models a number of controls common in the study of government
termination (Lupia & Strøm 1995; Strøm & Swindle 2002; Saalfeld 2008). They include
a dummy for Minority Government, which is expected to be more fragile, as it fails to
command amajority in parliament; another variable for Single-Party Government,which we
should expect to be more resilient than coalitions; a Parliamentary Fragmentation variable
measuring the number of effective parties in parliament, which is also assumed to increase
the risk of early failure; and an Age of Democracy variable, coded, as in Schleiter and
Morgan-Jones (2009a), as the (logged) number of consecutive years a country has been
coded in the Polity IV dataset with a value greater than one for the polity variable,which we
expect to be linked to a lower risk of early termination. The requirement of an Investiture
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vote should result in shorter duration cabinets by causing some of them to fail quickly after
appointment (King et al. 1990). Like many studies before, we also include in the model the
Maximum Duration of the Government (in years), measured at the time of the beginning of
the cabinet until the end of the constitutionally prescribed term, expecting that the nearer to
that term (the longer the maximum duration), the lower the risk of an early election (Lupia
& Strøm 1995; Schleiter & Morgan-Jones 2009a).

Finally, we single out a few exceptional cases of cabinets identified in the ERD dataset
as ‘nonpartisan’, which might drive both the risk of early elections and non-electoral
replacement. Those are cases that are typically described as ‘caretaker’ governments in the
literature but may have distinct features. For example, Finland has had a comparatively high
number of ‘stop-gap’ cabinets appointed by the president (six, to be precise, see Raunio &
Wiberg 2003: 305) and ‘a last resort if it becomes impossible to form a government’ and
remaining in office ‘until such time as a new partisan government has been negotiated’
(Nousiainen 2000: 271, 289; see also Arter 2006: 88–89). Portugal exhibits two such cases
(the Nobre da Costa and the Mota Pinto cabinets in the 1970s), while in Bulgaria ‘a cabinet
led by independent Ljuben Berov, and consisting of (not merely) non-partisan experts and
officers’was appointed by President Zhelev in 1992 and ultimately fell due to lack of political
support (Cabada et al. 2014: 148). We coded these cabinets as Stop-Gap cabinets, using a
dummy variable.15

Results

We use survival analysis, in particular a latent survivor time approach through a Cox
proportional hazards model and a competing risks framework. These are estimated with
shared, country-level frailties, which is the equivalent in survival analysis to country-level
random effects. Table 2 shows the first set of results. In the first column (early elections), we
look at the correlates of termination by early elections, allowing a preliminary test ofH1: the
main relationship between discretionary dissolution powers and a heightened risk of early
elections. In the second column (non-electoral replacement), we look at the competing risk
of non-electoral replacement, allowing a preliminary test of H2: that presidential dismissal
powers should increase the risk of non-electoral replacements. Finally, the last column
(pooled) looks at a generic termination hazard, treating all risks as if the same, allowing
us to examine H3, the hypothesised relationship between cohabitation and generic cabinet
instability. The table shows the hazard ratios and, in parentheses, z values.16

Most of the control variables behave as expected.Minority cabinets in semi-presidential
regimes are subject to a higher risk of termination than other types of cabinets, both of
non-electoral replacement and (particularly) early elections. Specifically, incidence of non-
electoral replacements is about 2.6 times higher for minority cabinets than for majority
cabinets, while incidence of early terminations through early elections is more than four
times higher for minority cabinets. ‘Stop-gap’ governments are more vulnerable to all sorts
of termination than other cabinets, while those in systems with investiture requirements
have a much higher risk of being terminated through early elections. Within these semi-
presidential regimes risk of early termination also increases for cabinets with a shorter
possible life until the end of the term, both in general and in what concerns the risk of early
elections. Single-party governments and older democracies are apparently less vulnerable
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Table 2. Determinants of government survival in semi-presidential regimes: Early elections, non-electoral
replacement and pooled risks

Independent variables Early elections Non-electoral replacement

Cohabitation 1.28 (1.23) 0.76* (–1.95)

Dissolution 16.58*** (2.85) 1.54 (0.91)

Dismissal 0.56 (–0.85) 1.20 (0.39)

Minority government 4.32*** (3.69) 2.57*** (3.09)

Single-party government 1.61 (1.11) 0.36*** (–2.70)

Parliamentary fragmentation 1.39* (1.65) 1.02 (0.23)

Stop-gap government 8.60*** (2.61) 4.51*** (2.88)

Age of democracy (log) 0.93 (–0.23) 0.46*** (–4.70)

Investiture 18.83*** (2.82) 1.43 (0.57)

Maximum duration of government 0.45*** (–4.71) 0.87 (–1.20)

Log-likelihood –177.50 –400.97

Theta 0.37 0.22**

Countries 12 12

Governments 243 243

Failures 44 91

Notes: Hazard ratios,with z values in parentheses, standard errors conditioned on theta.Dependent variable:
Duration of Government Survival in Days. Cox proportional hazards model with shared country-level
frailties, Efron method for ties. *p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01 (two-tailed).

to being replaced without elections. These results do not deviate much from those obtained
in most studies of government termination looking at exclusively parliamentary systems or
pooling together parliamentary and semi-presidential systems.

Turning to the main hypotheses tested on the basis of the results presented in Table 2,
only H1 is supported: in semi-presidential systems where heads of state can freely dissolve
parliaments, the risk of termination by early elections is much higher. In contrast, the
hypotheses that dismissal powers increase the risk of non-electoral replacement (H2) or
that cohabitation is associated with government instability (H3) find no support. In fact, in
European semi-presidential democracies cohabitation seems to be associated with cabinets
becoming less (rather than more) likely to be replaced without elections, as signaled by
a significant hazard rate below 1. We will return to this result later on, but, in sum, the
results in Table 2 fall short of solving the disjuncture between what the literature on semi-
presidentialism tells us about the consequences of cohabitation and presidential powers
and what empirical results tell us about the determinants of government survival in those
regimes. The only hypothesis advanced so far that is clearly confirmed, in contrast to the
previous empirical literature, is that in semi-presidential regimes where presidents hold
unilateral dissolution power, the risk of early elections is many times larger than in those
where presidents lack such powers.

While the first set of hypotheses concerned the isolated effects of presidential powers
and cohabitation under a traditional competing risks framework, H4–H7 deal with the
interactions between presidential powers and cohabitation and/or the distinction between
‘continuity’ and ‘change’ replacements. Table 3 presents results where these innovations
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Table 3. Determinants of government survival in semi-presidential regimes: Competing risks of early
election, continuity replacement and change replacement, and interaction effects

Independent variables Early elections Change replacement Continuity replacement

Dissolution powers 15.64*** (2.73) 2.07 (0.68) 1.32 (0.52)

Cohabitation*Dissolution powers 0.69 (–0.88)

Dismissal powers 0.59 (–0.75) 11.83** (2.35) 0.96 (–0.09)

Cohabitation*Dismissal powers 1.09 (0.13) 1.90* (0.70)

Minority government 3.91*** (3.29) 3.93* (1.95) 2.36** (2.54)

Single-party government 1.85 (1.33) 0.13* (–1.71) 0.40** (–2.23)

Parliamentary fragmentation 1.43* (1.78) 1.59*** (2.64) 0.99 (–0.09)

Stop-gap government 10.00*** (2.70) 7.11** (2.03) 4.40** (2.32)

Age of democracy (log) 0.98 (–0.06) 0.54** (–2.26) 0.45*** (–4.02)

Investiture 20.01*** (2.85) 3.98 (0.99) 1.37 (0.45)

Maximum duration of government 0.46*** (–4.55) 1.19 (0.59) 0.80* (–1.66)

Log-likelihood –166.11 –94.08 –289.14

Theta 0.39 0.00 0.28**

Countries 12 12 12

Governments 243 243 243

Failures 44 24 67

Notes: Hazard ratios,with z values in parentheses, standard errors conditioned on theta.Dependent variable:
Duration of Government Survival in Days. Cox proportional hazards model with shared country-level
frailties, Efron method for ties. *p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01 (two-tailed).

are taken into account. The model for early elections allows us to test H4 by including the
interaction between cohabitation and the presidential power of dissolution. The model for
change replacements allows us to test H5a and H5b concerning how dismissal powers are
related to a heightened risk of those replacements.Finally,H6 andH7 are tested in themodel
for continuity replacements.

The results show that including interaction effects between presidential powers and
cohabitation does not add anything relevant to accounting for early elections or change
replacements. In these cases, the interaction terms are not significant and likelihood-ratio
tests comparing the models with or without interactions do not allow us to reject the
hypothesis that both models fit equally well.

Thus, first, we can see in the first column of Table 3 that while H1 is reconfirmed,H4 is
not: the risk of early elections does increase vastly under presidential dissolution powers,
but cohabitation does not further increase that risk. Second, whileH5a is confirmed,H5b is
not. On the one hand, president-parliamentarism, which seemed devoid of consequences
for cabinet stability in the analysis in Table 2 and in the empirical government survival
literature, emerges now in full force as relevant when we distinguish between different types
of replacement: the power of presidents to dismiss cabinets operates a large twelve-fold
increase in the risk of a cabinet and its partisan control being changed, in comparison with
systems where presidents do not enjoy such unilateral power. However, as in the case of
dissolution powers, cohabitation is of no consequence in this respect.17
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Finally, the results about continuity replacements deserve a closer look. In this particular
case, the likelihood-ratio test comparing models with and without the interaction does
allow for the rejection of the null hypothesis of equal fit, and the interaction term itself is
significant.What does itmean?Basically, the results indicate that, in the premier-presidential
systems where presidents lack dismissal power (Dismissal = 0), an increase of two points in
the Cohabitation variable (from –1 to +1) when all remaining covariates are held constant
actually decreases the rate of non-electoral continuity replacements by about 68 per cent.
In contrast, in the president-parliamentary systems where presidents enjoy dismissal power
(Dismissal = 1), the same increase from unified government to cohabitation yields a hazard
ratio of 1.17 – a very modest increase in the risk of those replacements. In other words,while
H7 is confirmed,H6 is not.

Clearly, the contrast between the cohabitation and unified government situations is more
pronounced in its consequences for continuity replacements under premier-presidential
systems. There, cohabitation leads to the ‘parliamentarisation’ of semi-presidentialism,
limiting the president’s influence in all respects, including prime-ministerial deselection.
Unified government, in turn, may increase informal presidential authority: ‘[P]residents
in premier-presidential regimes can clearly change the prime minister when their allies
control the assembly majority, but they cannot do so when they face a majority opposition’
(Samuels & Shugart 2010: 107). This finding about continuity replacements under premier-
presidentialism also fits Linz’s argument about a possible advantage of some semi-
presidential systems – that of allowing ‘the president to change the prime minister without
creating a crisis in the system or even within the party that forms the government’ (Linz
1994: 54). Linz and others have even stressed the possibility of these regimes using specific
prime ministers as ‘buffers’ against criticism (e.g., Huskey 2007), relieving presidents and
their parties from responsibility and allowing for replacements that, nonetheless, preserve
the basic make-up of cabinets.

Conclusion

In this article we have explored the consequences of presidential powers and of the political
relationship between presidents and cabinets for government survival in semi-presidential
regimes. We were motivated not only by the relative scarcity of studies focusing on the
role played by heads of state in government survival, but specifically by what seemed
to us the somewhat puzzling findings in the existing survival literature, at least when
compared with what studies on semi-presidentialism have suggested about presidential
powers and cohabitation. While the latter have stressed the implications of presidential
powers and cohabitation for government instability, most of the empirical government
survival literature, whenever it has gone beyond narrative and illustrative case studies, has
mostly failed to find any of such effects.

Using a large dataset covering 12 semi-presidential democracies, we bridged at least
part of the puzzling divide between the institutional debates on the consequences of
semi-presidentialism for government stability and the empirical quantitative studies of
those consequences. We show, first, that early elections are much more frequent in semi-
presidential systems where presidents enjoy discretionary powers of dissolution. Second,
once we refine the usually employed taxonomy of government termination – introducing
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a distinction between ‘change’ and ‘continuity’ replacements – empirical findings also
support ideas that had been previously advanced in the semi-presidentialism literature.
On the one hand, we confirm the detrimental consequences of president-parliamentarism
for government stability, as argued in classic institutional debates (Linz 1994; Shugart &
Carey 1992). Institutional arrangements that grant the president the power to dismiss the
government are more prone to a government failure, but specifically to the risk of non-
electoral replacements that involve changes in the cabinet leadership. On the other hand,
under premier-presidentialism and unified government, replacements also become more
common, but in this case replacements where the partisan leadership of the cabinet remains
untouched (Samuels & Shugart 2010).

There is one respect, however, in which we failed to find empirical support for previous
arguments about the perils of semi-presidentialism for government survival, and it pertains
to cohabitation and how it might create incentives to engender instability, by itself or in
interaction with presidential powers. In a more general sense, this may simply mean that
historical and anecdotal evidence about presidents and prime ministers of different parties
involved in political conflicts that sometimes lead to cabinet failures, abundant as it may
seem, is not enough to establish a systematic pattern. However, in a deeper sense, this
requires us to think about the incentives of presidents in semi-presidential systems. The
connection between cohabitation and cabinet failure implicitly assumes that presidents,
either because they have policy goals different from those of the parties in cabinet or because
they are moved by the office goals of their partisan allies in the opposition, are inevitably
thrown into conflict with cabinets from which their own party is excluded.

However, in semi-presidential regimes, heads of state are elected by voters too, and
their relationship with public opinion, as well as their need to preserve public support
and political capital, cannot be ignored. Even under conditions of unified government,
presidents may nevertheless feel pressured to act against unpopular cabinets in situations of
economic or political crisis. Similarly, for presidents, using their powers and influence against
majorities from which their party is excluded, although tempting, needs to be weighed
against the political and electoral costs involved, especially if such majorities are riding
waves of economic prosperity and popularity. In sum, future studies might look in closer
detail at the different incentives of elected presidents and how they may moderate or
even cancel the potential for conflict and instability that many have argued is contained in
cohabitation.
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Notes

1. See, nevertheless, Saalfeld (2008), which is the only government survival study we know of where
semi-presidentialism does appear to be associated with an increased early termination risk, particularly
through early elections, in Western European democracies.

2. Portugal names prime minister,United Press International, 10 August 1978.
3. Among these censored observations are those that terminate as a result of the election or re-election of

a president – a common event, for example, in French and Finnish political history.
4. For an exhaustive treatment of the conditions behind dissolution, see Venice Commission (2007).
5. To retrieve this information we accessed official websites, academic journal election reports, national

media outlets and Wikipedia.
6. We also used an alternative coding for this Cohabitation variable: a dummy simply coded 0 when the

president’s party was in the cabinet and 1 for all other cases. Results, however, do not differ in any
relevant way and are available upon request from the authors.

7. Austrian Constitution, Articles 29 and 70.
8. Icelandic Constitution, Article 24.
9. Finnish Constitution Act, Section 27.
10. Portuguese Constitution, Article 133.
11. Portuguese Constitution, Article 195.
12. French Constitution, Article 12.
13. Lithuanian Constitution, Article 58.
14. Polish Constitution, Articles 97, 155 and 225.
15. Of a different nature are the cabinets of Pintasilgo in Portugal and Indzhova inBulgaria – both appointed

as interim governments until elections (Manuel 1996: 31; Cabada et al. 2014: 148).We also re-estimated
all models excluding all stop-gap governments and the proper caretaker cabinets. The fundamental
results do not change. In the particular case of the model for non-electoral change replacement (with a
prime minister from a different party), estimation with shared frailties did not converge.However, since
the previous analysis showed the frailty effect to be insignificant, with little evidence for heterogeneity,
we estimated that model with country cluster corrected standard errors.

16. Global tests, using Schoenfeld residuals, reveal no evidence against the proportional hazards assumption
in any model.

17. The cases of Austria and Iceland pose an interesting puzzle, having been signaled long ago – namely
by Duverger (1980) himself – as cases where a powerful presidency de jure (with formal powers of
dissolution and cabinet dismissal) seems to correspond to a weak presidency de facto,where such powers
are very seldom used. Given the long democratic histories of the two cases, and in spite of having
estimated all models taking into account unobserved sources of country-level variance, we decided to
replicate the analysis excluding the two cases. The results pertaining to H1 and H5a were confirmed
with similar hazard ratios and p < 0.001. Besides suggesting the robustness of the findings, these results
also suggest that formal powers may not need to be used to become consequential: the fact that they
potentially can be usedmay serve to condition the behaviour and decisions of partisan and parliamentary
political actors in ways that increase the likelihood of early elections and cabinet replacements as actors
may incorporate in their decision making the potential risks of the president using his or her powers and
adapt by anticipating their behaviour accordingly.
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