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A Unijied Model of Cabinet Dissolution in 
Parliamentary Democracies * 

Gary King, Haward University 
James E. Alt, Haward University 
~ a n c ~  Elizabeth Burns, Haward University 
Michael Laver, Haward University and University College Galway 

The literature on cabinet duration is split between two apparently irreconcilable positions. The 
attributes theorists seek to explain cabinet duration as a fixed function of measured explanatory 
variables, while the events process theorists model cabinet durations as a product of purely stochastic 
processes. In this paper we build a unified statistical model that combines the insights of these 
previously distinct approaches. We also generalize this unified model, and all previous models, by 
including (1) a stochastic component that takes into account the censoring that occurs as a result of 
governments lasting to the vicinity of the maximum constitutional interelection period, (2) a system- 
atic component that precludes the possibility of negative duration predictions, and (3) a much more 
objective and parsimonious list of explanatory variables, the explanatory power of which would not 
be improved by including a list of indicator variables for individual countries. 

1. Introduction 

The duration of parliamentary cabinets varies considerably. According to 
one definition, some Western European cabinets have lasted nearly 20 years; 
others collapsed after only a few days. Whether one considers it to be a measure 
of democratic stability, policy continuity, or even executive dominance over the 
legislature (Lijphart 1984), cabinet duration has been a subject of intense schol- 
arly analysis over the last two decades (Taylor and Herman 1971; Laver 1974; 
Dodd 1974,1976; Sanders and Herman 1977; Warwick 1979,1988; Strom 1985; 
Browne, Frendreis, and Gleiber 1984, 1986). Until recently, this work has ap- 
peared to be uncontroversial in its methods, though inconclusive in its results. 
However, this lack of controversy does not indicate agreement; on the contrary, 
for years the literature has been bifurcated into two completely distinct, and ap- 
parently irreconcilable, approaches to the study of government duration. Recently 
this long-standing disagreement has been brought into oped debate in a review 
article by Strom (1988) and rejoinder by Browne, Frendreis, and Gleiber (1988). 

One side in this debate accounts for the actual durations of cabinets in terms 
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