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Abstract: Is legislative power flowing to the executive branch over time? Beginning in the 1990s, 

comparativists began to investigate delegation to the executive under different executive formats. 

Hypothesized causes include collective action problems due to legislative fractionalization, the 

presence of a dominant pro-executive faction, preference congruence vis-à-vis the head of 

government, and challenges posed by economic crises. We test these four hypotheses on a dataset 

containing 2020 country-year observations of democracies and semidemocracies between 1976 and 

2014. Using V-Dem data, we derive annualized measures of shifts in executive-legislative 

relationships. Contrary to stereotypes of executive dominance, relative gains by legislatures are no 

less frequent than gains by executives, and economic crises do not advantage political executives in 

consistent ways. Surprisingly, some of the factors expected to benefit executives also seem to enhance 

assembly authority as well. Robust democracy seems to maintain interbranch power relations in 

equilibrium, while lower levels of polyarchy are associated with greater “noise” in the relationship. 
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Introduction 

What explains shifts in the balance of power between the executive and legislative branches 

in modern democracy? To the extent that political scientists have predicted change, they have 

usually put their money on the executive branch. In fact, this expectation of a “ratchet 

effect”—i.e., unidirectional empowerment of the executive—is now more than a century old. 

In “Parties and Parliament in a Reconstructed Germany” (originating in 1917 as a series of 

newspaper articles), Max Weber predicted a shift in authority from the legislative to the 

executive branch that would grow more pronounced throughout the twentieth century. He 

claimed that parliaments would gradually become agents of oversight and of budgetary 

control, rather than the initiators of legislation (Weber 1978: 1407-1419). Decades later, 

students of the Third Wave of democratization would frequently echo Weber, displaying 
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concern with perceived overreach by the executive branch—e.g. “majoritarianism,” 

“superpresidentialism,” “delegative democracy” and the like. 

Much of the literature evincing this disquiet was based on case studies or at best 

limited to a single region of the world. Yet with the global expansion of competitive regimes 

since the 1970s, and with vast improvements in the availability of comparative data, we are 

now in a better position than ever before to observe variations in the relative shares of 

influence over statutory authority, both across space and across time (Fish and Kroenig 2009; 

Chernykh et al. 2017; Wilson and Woldense 2019). In this observational study, we document 

instances of interbranch oscillations in legislative authority—both oversight and 

lawmaking—since the dawn of the Third Wave. Our dependent variable, as explained below, 

is not the quantity or stock of power (i.e. shares or levels of legislative influence), but rather 

any recorded change to the existing balance of power. These changes, in theory, could 

advantage either the executive or the assembly. 

We begin by documenting these shifting empowerments in democratic or semi-

democratic political systems over four decades of the Third Wave. We draw on two 

theoretical traditions strongly associated with the study of democratization—delegation 

theory and the politics of institutional foundings—to derive a set of simple, intuitive 

hypotheses about what might alter the relative balance of power between the executive and 

the assembly. As readers will observe, much of the thinking behind these hypotheses is 

driven by century-old expectations of executive aggrandizement. We then test these 

hypotheses on 2020 observed country-years of competitive politics in the Third Wave, while 

controlling for socioeconomic modernization, the robustness of democracy, executive format, 

incentives to cultivate a personal vote, and the electoral cycle. While these are not definitive 

tests, they do allow for some “plausibility assessments” of some prominent theoretical 

arguments. 
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Our principal findings are that (1) while perceptible power shifts are relatively rare in 

practice, gains by the legislature are no less frequent than gains by the executive; (2) robust 

democracy seems to maintain interbranch power relations in equilibrium, while lower levels 

of polyarchy are associated with greater “noise” in the relationship; (3) economic crisis, 

contrary to conventional wisdom, does not appear to advantage political executives; and 

surprisingly, (4) some of the factors expected to benefit executives also seem to enhance 

assembly authority as well. 

 

What Causes Power Shifts in Executive-Legislative Relations? Looking for Theoretical 

Clues 

The extant literature on executive-legislative relations broadly accepts that the 

interbranch balance of power is not static. Some scholars believe that there is a secular trend 

toward greater concentration of power in the executive over time (e.g. Weber [1918] 1978); 

others claim that executive-legislative relations are periodically reshaped by institutional 

foundings and constitutional amendments (e.g. Sartori 1994, Lijphart 2012); others argue that 

the balance of power can be altered by paraconstitutional practices that take shape over time, 

exogenously from the constitutional text (Riggs 1988); others accept the role of parchment 

constraints while asserting that the balance of power can still undergo short-term shifts based 

on electoral dynamics and outcomes (e.g. Shugart and Carey 1992). At the same time, while 

some scholars of presidentialism imply that executive power is already so high everywhere 

that it is unlikely to rise much further under conditions of democracy (Morgenstern et al. 

2013), other analysts insist on the ability of legislative reformers to make relative institutional 

gains against even the most entrenched executives (Fish 2006; Barkan 2009). 

Dissensus in the literature may be a predictable consequence of differing regional 

experiences. However, a more serious problem is that changes in the interbranch balance of 
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power can result from two very different sources: institutional design (that is, formal changes 

to the rules of the game) and political process (changes in relative de facto influence over 

legislation occurring in the absence of any alterations to the formal rules). Using presidential 

systems as an illustration, an example of the former phenomenon might be a constitutional 

amendment awarding the president the right to exclusive initiative of budgetary laws, or a 

reform empowering the power of standing committees to scrutinize the activities of 

government departments. An example of the latter phenomenon might be the emergence of a 

legislative supermajority that approves 90% of the president’s proposals for eight years 

running, or conversely, an assembly that amends or rejects 90% of the proposals of a weak 

minority president. In both cases, observers would conclude that legislative influence was 

shifting from one branch of government to another, but the underlying cause would be 

fundamentally different.1  

Research on executive-legislative relations is of course cognizant of these two 

fundamental sources of power shifts, but has not always been explicit in distinguishing 

between them. An admirable exception is the work on separation of powers systems by Carey 

and Shugart (1998). They make a clear distinction between two types of decree power: 

constitutional decree authority, in which this presidential prerogative is clearly and 

permanently specified in the constitutional text, and delegated decree authority, in which a 

legislature makes a temporary, reversible transfer of lawmaking power to the executive for 

limited policy objectives. The former is an institutional power, the latter a political gesture—

although they may be observationally equivalent when we examine legislative outcomes post 

hoc. 

 This contrast helps us identify the two sub-literatures that can help us derive 

hypotheses about relative empowerments: the first on the politics of institutional foundings 

(e.g. Shugart and Carey 1992; Kitschelt 1992; Sartori 1994; Shugart 1998), the second on 



 

 

5 

delegation theory (e.g. Carey and Shugart 1998; Strom 2000; Bendor et al. 2001; Huber and 

Lupia 2001; Elgie 2006). These correspond roughly to the key distinction between 

constitutional and political variables referenced above. Many of the key contributions in both 

literatures—especially in the first two decades of the Third Wave—focused on the variables 

expected to predict a concentration of power in the executive, not in the legislature. 

Reviewing this literature and noting its directional bias, the task of formulating hypotheses 

starts with a simple question: given a minimal level of democratic competition, what factors 

explain empowerment of, or delegation to, the executive branch? Below we focus on four 

dominant arguments in the comparative literature. 

 One hypothesis is that seat fragmentation in the legislature would induce collective 

action problems that would encourage a transfer of responsibilities to the executive. This 

argument is consistent both with accounts of institutional foundings and with observation of 

ongoing political dynamics. In their work on presidentialism, Shugart and Carey (1992) 

focused on certain patterns in founding constitutional choices: wherever constitution-writers 

had good reasons to believe that governability would be difficult to achieve in the future (e.g., 

due to party fragmentation), they would opt for certain institutions designed to lubricate or 

streamline the policy-making process. These could include presidential agenda power, decree 

authority, or exclusive initiative in specific policy areas. Such institutions were seen as 

having a preemptive quality: they were quite clearly intended to correct for the inherent 

collective action problems of fragmented legislatures. The same internal coordination 

problems could explain why legislatures, even long after founding institutional choices have 

been made, could still prefer—or at least tolerate—de facto legislative agenda setting by the 

executive.  

A second hypothesis identifies a political mechanism for delegation: the size of the 

executive party. In contrast to explanations focusing on fragmentation, which are actor-blind, 
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this approach understands delegation in terms of the level of support commanded by the 

nominal party of the head of government. Famously described by Walter Bagehot (1867) as 

the “efficient secret” of English parliamentary politics, legislators delegate their legislative 

and oversight powers to their partisan leaders (Cox 1987; Mainwaring and Shugart 1997; 

Rasch and Tsebelis 2011). Thus, delegation to the executive is likely to accelerate as the 

number of legislators belonging to the executive party increases. 

 A third hypothesis is that assemblies that have close political alignment to the 

executive would be willing to cede authority. If the median legislator has similar preferences 

to the head of government, we would expect that the assembly—for reasons of expedience or 

velocity—would tolerate a higher level of executive control over the legislative process. This 

is inspired by principal-agent models of executive-legislative relations (e.g. Shugart and 

Carey 1992; Carey and Shugart 1998; Strom 2000).  

A fourth hypothesis is that delegation of authority to the executive occurs mainly 

during major socioeconomic crises. When economic crisis is severe and problems need to be 

solved yesterday, chief executives should be more likely to arrogate authority into the 

executive branch, and legislators should be more likely to tolerate this (perhaps temporary) 

concentration of power. The crisis explanation is consistent with both the “usurpation” 

interpretation (e.g. Ferreira Rubio 1998; Parrish 1998) and the “delegation” interpretation of 

executive agenda control; either one would predict agency loss by the assembly. This 

approach is also closely linked to theories of “delegative democracy,” which cite economic 

crisis as the main causal factor in explaining the shift from representative to delegative 

(executive-centric) forms of governance (O’Donnell 1994). 

 We acknowledge that these four hypotheses are not the only conceivable approaches 

to explaining interbranch power shifts. However, they are simple and intuitive. If they are 
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well supported empirically, they should correctly predict a clear directional outcome: 

delegation to the executive. In the next section, we operationalize these models. 

 

Data and Method 

We analyze expert survey data for 2020 years of legislative-executive relations since the 

dawn of the Third Wave of democratization in 1976. These data cover parliamentary, 

presidential and semipresidential political systems that meet a minimum standard of 

pluralism: we restrict our analysis to political systems with a positive score (1-10) on the 

Polity IV scale. This measure spans “open anocracies”—countries that are neither fully 

democratic nor fully autocratic, but are closer to democracies on all components measured by 

Polity—to established democracies (Marshall and Cole 2014: 21). This variation allows us to 

explore how regime-level factors may affect the balance of power between executives and 

legislative assemblies. 

As can be seen in Table 1, our annualized data cover country cases from most world 

regions. The largest share of cases (approximately 40 percent) can be found in Europe; 

almost 30 percent derive from Latin America; around 30 percent are shared between Asia and 

sub-Saharan Africa; and the remainder can be found in the Middle East and the former Soviet 

Union. These regional differences display immense variation in terms of executive format. 

Over 50 percent of the parliamentary year-cases and 60 percent of the semipresidential year-

cases are from Europe, while most of the presidential observations (over 70 percent) are 

drawn from Latin America.  

[Table 1] 

To examine dynamics in legislative-executive relations over a forty-year period and 

cross-regionally, we deploy expert assessments of assembly lawmaking and executive 

oversight powers generated by the Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) project (Coppedge et al. 
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2016). Although these data derive from the subjective interpretation of actual practice, we 

believe that they are superior to measures of legislative-executive relations that rely on 

formal rules alone. This is because shifts in legislative-executive power relations often occur 

independently from changes in de jure arrangements. Moreover, while such de facto 

measures always raise the possibility of cross-contamination by expert assessments of 

executive power in other areas, the variables that we use correlate significantly with formal 

measures of legislative power and executive oversight.2 Thus, we are confident that the V-

Dem variables are capturing substantive patterns of legislative-executive relations. 

To examine relative empowerment of either the legislative or executive branches, we 

analyze categorical variables for oversight and lawmaking, which are formed from responses 

to V-Dem survey items. First, to assess oscillations in oversight power, we use the composite 

V-Dem index of “Legislative Constraints on the Executive,” which measures the capacity of 

the assembly to scrutinize and investigate the sitting executive.3 Second, to assess any 

institutional shifts in lawmaking power, we analyze three V-Dem questions on the lawmaking 

power of the legislative and executive branches: 

 

(1) ‘In practice, is the approval of the lower (or unicameral) chamber of the legislature  
required to pass legislation?’   
(2) ‘Does the head of state have the capacity, in practice, to propose legislation?’  
(3) ‘Does the head of government have the capacity, in practice, to propose legislation?’ 

 

Following the thrust of most of the literature, we first arrange responses to each 

question in the direction of empowerment of the executive. We then code any within-country 

change in consecutive annual scores as advantaging the executive (positive values), 

empowering the assembly (negative values), or exhibiting no change at all (scored as zero).4 

With the data available to us at present, we are unable to say whether these shifts are due to 

constitutional/institutional reform or to the logic of political process; as explained above, both 

phenomena result in power shifts that are observationally equivalent in our dataset. 
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Recoding the V-Dem items produces two dependent variables, one representing 

oversight dynamics and one capturing lawmaking dynamics. Each DV consists of three 

simple categories: year-on-year empowerment of the assembly, year-on year empowerment 

of the executive or no change. 

As can be seen in Table 2, visible oscillations in either direction are atypical; the modal 

outcome is for legislative-executive relations to remain in a steady state. In our data, “no 

change” occurs almost 75 percent of the time for the oversight questions, and an astonishing 

90 percent of the time for the lawmaking questions. These data exhibit less dynamism than 

much of the extant literature would seem to suggest, perhaps because political scientists tend 

to focus on change rather than stasis. Moreover, these data confound some time-honoured 

Weberian expectations: change advantaging the executive is no more likely than the reverse 

pattern. In our sample of more than two thousand country-years beginning in 1976, executive 

empowerment occurs just 10 percent of the time on the question of oversight, and less than 5 

percent of the time on the question of lawmaking. These findings, which are robust to the 

deployment of alternative dependent variables,5 call into question some widely held 

stereotypes about executive aggrandizement or usurpation in Third Wave democracies (for a 

critique of the presidential literature, see Carey and Shugart 1998). 

[Table 2] 

Concrete examples taken from the dataset, which illustrate changes to the balance of 

power in the areas of oversight and lawmaking, are presented in Table 3. Oscillations in the 

real world can take surprisingly diverse forms. These range from constitutional engineering 

(e.g. Paraguay 1992 or Hungary 2011); to elections that transform legislative majorities (e.g. 

Taiwan 2008 or Germany 2013); and to systemic shocks such as the impeachment of a 

president (e.g. Peru 2000), the dismissal of a prime minister (Pakistan 1990), or a state of 
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emergency and war, which has direct consequences for the power of the executive (e.g. India 

1976 or Ukraine 2014). 

[Table 3] 

We now explore our four hypotheses for changes in the balance of executive-legislative 

relations, using a variety of lagged independent variables. These variables are listed in Table 

4. First, to examine the hypothesis that legislators cede power to the executive in the face of 

the collective action problems generated by multipartism, we operationalize a party 

fractionalization variable. This measure, originated by Douglas Rae (1967), estimates the 

probability that two MPs drawn randomly from the assembly will belong to different parties.  

[Table 4] 

Second, to consider the hypothesis that delegation is more likely to occur when the 

chief executive’s party dominates the assembly, we simply measure the fractional share of 

seats held by the party of the chief executive in the lower house or single chamber of the 

legislature.  

Third, to test the hypothesis that delegation is more likely to occur when there is 

preference congruence between the executive and legislature, we estimate the overall 

ideological proximity of the assembly to the executive, relying on annualized data on party 

orientations towards economic policy. We recognise that coding a single policy area in a one-

dimensional space is an imperfect way of measuring this preference congruence, yet we note 

that left-right differences on macroeconomic management are a major feature of political life 

in virtually all competitive polities. First, we calculate the ideological distance between the 

party of the head of the executive and the weighted ideological average of all the parties for 

which ideological coding was available in the Database of Political Institutions: these data 

cover up to three government parties and one opposition party.6 To capture ideological 

proximity, the variable was recoded so that higher values represent greater alignment. 
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Finally, we inspect the argument that severe economic crises tend to loosen constraints 

on executives and expand their statutory influence. Our economic crisis variable is 

constructed from IMF data on incidents of financial, banking and debt crises (Valencia and 

Laeven 2012), and from data that record annualized, negative gross domestic product (GDP) 

(Coppedge et al. 2016). 

Moving beyond our leading explanatory variables, we also control for other factors that 

are likely to affect the likelihood that executive and legislative actors will seek to maximize 

power. First, we control for the level of electoral democracy,7 on the assumption that more 

polyarchic regimes will exhibit greater stability of interbranch relations than semicompetitive 

systems. In this article, we do not examine the effects of judicial independence on delegation, 

but we note that it is highly correlated with the level of electoral democracy and produces 

similar results.8 Second, we estimate the level of socioeconomic modernization using GDP 

per capita at purchasing power parity. This controls for the possibility that economic crisis 

will generate comparatively greater institutional instability in poorer societies. Third, we 

control for executive format, whether presidential, semipresidential or parliamentary. We 

expect oscillation in legislative authority to be more frequent in separation of powers and 

dual executive systems, given that both the executive and assembly have a constitutional right 

to shape legislation. Fourth, we control for systemic incentives that lead legislators to 

“cultivate a personal vote” (Carey and Shugart 1995), i.e. to rely on candidate-centered rather 

than party-centered appeals to the electorate. Where these incentives are strong, legislators 

are more likely to engage in particularistic exchanges and leave national policy making to the 

executive branch (Shugart and Carey 1992; Shugart 1998). The Personal Vote variable we 

use here is an interaction term incorporating the degree of majoritarianism and the 

centralization of candidate selection procedures.9 Fifth, given the known effects of 

“honeymoon” and “lame duck” periods on assembly-executive relations (Shull 1997; Howell 
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and Mayer 2005), we include a variable measuring the amount of time (in years) to the next 

parliamentary election. Distance from the next election should boost de facto alignment 

between the executive and assembly, even if the size or ideology of the parties remain 

unchanged over the course of a chief executive’s term in office. All of our control variables 

are lagged by one year in the analyses. 

 

Analysis and Findings 

In presenting our empirical results, we remind the reader once again that our goal is not to 

explore the power of executives or assemblies in absolute terms, but rather in relative terms, 

using the year-on-year (YOY) change variables described in the preceding section. Using 

multinomial regression, we assess the plausibility of the different explanations in separate 

models that test the lawmaking and oversight dependent variables. These models explore the 

extent to which each predictor is likely to explain empowerment of the legislature or of the 

executive relative to the baseline. The reference category is “no observed change” in the 

balance of power, which is the modal YOY observation in our dataset.  

Table 5 summarizes the estimated effects of each explanatory variable on the likely 

increase or decrease in the capacity of legislatures to oversee the executive branch. (As the 

variables for party fragmentation and the size of the chief executive’s party are highly 

correlated, we analyze them in separate models.) The general pattern here is that our 

explanatory variables, which are largely derived from theories of executive dominance, 

actually perform better at predicting empowerments of the legislative assembly. Interestingly, 

our analysis finds no evidence to support the view that the probability of delegation to the 

executive is determined by the size of the chief executive’s party. In fact, we find that 

assemblies dominated by the party of the chief executive are significantly less likely to 
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change the status quo. This equilibrium may reflect the interest of large legislative majorities 

that do not face significant veto players. 

[Tables 4 and 5] 

The only explanatory variable that is significantly correlated with the empowerment of 

the executive—party fragmentation—also seems to contribute to the empowerment of the 

assembly. Holding all the other variables at their means, fragmentation values increase the 

probability of executive empowerment by 12 percentage points (as fragmentation increases 

from its minimum to maximum value), but also increase the probability of assembly 

empowerment by 15 percentage points. In other words, partisan fractionalization—which we 

interpret here as a measure of collective action problems in the interbranch bargaining 

environment—sharply raises the probability of departures from the status quo. Low levels of 

political fragmentation seem to hold the executive-legislative relationship in place, while high 

levels of fragmentation are associated with a breakdown of this equilibrium. 

The other explanatory variables that have a significant impact on change in oversight 

powers—ideological affinity and economic crisis—advantage only the legislative branch. 

Holding all the other variables at their means, the probability of assembly empowerment 

increases from 6 to 18 percentage points (Model 1) as the ideological gap between the 

executive’s party and the assembly’s weighted average narrows to zero (with a one-year lag). 

In other words, relative ideological congruence between the executive and legislature seems 

to open up space for potential (rather than observed) legislative oversight of the executive, 

which is what our V-Dem variable captures. One possible explanation for this could be that 

when interbranch preference congruence is known to be high, executives may have less to 

fear from legislative scrutiny. However, deployment (as opposed to availability) of oversight 

mechanisms is not directly observable in our dataset, and more research would be necessary 

to confirm this interpretation. 
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Crisis is also more likely to strengthen the legislature’s oversight power, despite strong 

theoretical and empirical reasons to expect that economic crisis would advantage the 

executive. Holding all the other variables at their means (Model 1), economic crisis (lagged 

by one year) increased the probability of legislative oversight empowerment from 13 (no 

crisis) to 18 (crisis) percentage points. Conversely, economic crisis had a negative impact on 

executive empowerment. Although the crisis variable is almost significant at the .05 level 

(p=0.06), its effect is to produce change that strengthens legislative oversight of the executive 

branch. This negative effect, which is statistically significant in Model 2, holds when the 

crisis variable is lagged by more than two years.10 One interpretation of these results could be 

that crises actually do confer various first-mover advantages upon incumbent executives—as 

predicted by the delegation and crisis literatures—but assemblies then counter this effect by 

upgrading horizontal accountability after the fact. This causal mechanism would require 

confirmation in case studies, focusing on instances of institutional reform in post-crisis 

scenarios. 

The lagged control variables were significant for all or most models. But, their effects 

both suppress and magnify the empowerment of both branches on the oversight dimension. 

Consistent with our expectations, the level of electoral democracy significantly depresses the 

likelihood that change in oversight politics will occur. Recall that we first selected country-

years with Polity scores of above 1, and then within this set of cases, we used the V-Dem 

Electoral Democracy Index to discriminate among them. The EDI variable has the largest 

impact of any of our predictors. As electoral democracy becomes more robust, change 

becomes less likely in either direction: existing oversight patterns remain in a steady state. As 

electoral democracy increases from its minimum to maximum values in Model 1, the 

likelihood of change empowering the legislature and executive falls by 15 and 19 percentage 

points, while the likelihood of no change increases by 34 percentage points.  
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The effect of democracy does not appear to be conditional on the institutional format 

of the executive. Figures 1a and 1b summarize the results of logistic regressions estimating 

the predicted probabilities of lagged electoral democracy on empowerment of both the 

legislature and executive branches, while holding all the lagged regime-type categories at 

their means. As electoral democracy increases, the probability of any shift in oversight 

patterns declines. This bracing effect holds across presidential, semipresidential and 

parliamentary systems.    

[Figures 1a and 1b] 

However, these results also show that the probability of oversight change remains 

consistently higher in separation of powers systems. This is evident in the full regression 

model. As can been seen in Table 5, both presidential and semipresidential systems are 

significantly more likely than the reference category (parliamentarism) to experience change 

that strengthens either the oversight power of legislatures or the capacity of executives to 

reduce these constraints. This is consistent with our theoretical expectations.  

The observed effects of the other control variables are the opposite of what we 

expected. Interestingly, the likelihood of change falls significantly at the start of an 

executive’s term in office. There is no evidence to suggest that temporal distance to the next 

election (the honeymoon effect) empowers either the executive or the assembly. Yet change 

in oversight patterns—in either direction—is far more likely towards the end of a 

government’s term in office. When the legislature gains in oversight capacity, it could be 

because of the anticipated political weakness of tired or term-limited governments (the lame 

duck effect), but it could also simply reflect the political life cycle of incumbents: incoming 

governments have less of a record to be investigated than do outgoing governments. When 

the oversight capacity of the assembly to hold the executive to account atrophies toward the 
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end of a parliament, it could be because members are more concerned with electoral 

prospects in the final year of the legislature. 

Also contrary to our expectations, the strengthening of the personal vote can advantage 

the assembly as well as the executive. Holding all the other variables at their means, the 

probability of change in political systems with the highest personal vote value was 28 

percentage points greater than in political systems with the lowest personal vote value (at a 

one-year lag in Model 1). This finding is not an artefact of the way we code individual-level 

incentives to cultivate a personal vote. When we repeat the analysis with a V-Dem variable 

that codes party systems along a dimension from programmatic to clientelistic, the result is 

the same: more particularistic political systems increase the probability of both legislative and 

executive empowerments.11 

This finding may sound counter-intuitive, but we remind the reader that we are not 

observing “legislative strengthening” in the sense of professionalization, but simply a 

perceptible shift in the balance of oversight authority in interbranch politics. Why would 

institutional incentives to cultivate a personal vote advantage the assembly? The shift we 

observe may be a consequence of extreme forms of clientelism, which require chief 

executives to negotiate each piece of legislation ad hoc with individual legislators, thus 

inflating drastically the number of veto players. This scenario resembles Cox and 

Morgenstern’s (2001) model of the “venal-parochial” assembly. Under these conditions, as 

work on Italy (e.g. di Palma 1977) or Brazil has shown (e.g. Ames 2001), rampant clientelism 

can make the executive a “hostage” to the legislature, with legislators exerting great influence 

over the government’s statutory proposals.  

In a second analysis, we now consider the impact of our four explanatory variables on 

the balance of lawmaking powers between assemblies and executives. These results are 

summarized in Table 6. As can be seen, they are less significant statistically, although the 
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findings for the effects of party fragmentation, the size of the chief executive’s party and 

electoral democracy power remain similar in terms of empowerment of the assembly. When 

the fragmentation of parties is at its maximum level, for example, the probability of any 

increase in the lawmaking power of assemblies is 8 percentage points greater than when 

fragmentation is at its minimum level. 

 [Table 6] 

As in the previous models, the likelihood of change empowering both the legislature 

and executive declines as the level of democracy rises. Holding all the other variables at their 

means (Model 1), the probability that democracy will empower the lawmaking capability of 

legislators falls by 22 percentage points as political systems move from the lowest to the 

highest levels of electoral democracy, and by 17 for executives. Thus, as in our oversight 

analysis, the main effect of democratization seems to be the cementing of stable equilibria in 

interbranch relations. 

This evidence seems to bolster the conventional wisdom about the Third Wave: change 

empowering the executive is more likely to occur in semicompetitive systems and in 

unconsolidated democracies of all stripes. This is a recurring theme in the vast literatures on 

“delegative democracy” (e.g. O’Donnell 1994; González 2014; Peruzzotti 2014) and on 

“hybrid regimes” (e.g. Levitsky and Way 2011; Schedler 2013). However, it also shows that 

change empowering the executive is not the only outcome in these regimes: legislative gains 

in oversight and statutory authority are also commonplace. The clearest implication of the 

analyses is that if and when hybrid regimes democratize further, fluctuations in the 

interbranch balance of power are likely to slow or cease. Although our data do not measure 

formal institutions, here we can offer an interpretation inspired by historical institutionalism, 

identifying a window of opportunity for change in the interbranch balance of power. This 

window is open mainly at modest levels of polyarchy. 
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Moreover, we find that the effect of democratization on the balance of lawmaking 

power between executives and assemblies is once again unmediated by executive format. As 

Figures 2a and 2b show, the probability of change in the balance of lawmaking power 

between the executive and assembly falls consistently across all regime types as the level of 

electoral democracy rises. 

The same visual analysis also shows that the likelihood of any change is greatest in 

semipresidential systems. This gives further support to Duverger’s classic (1980) contention 

that the balance of power swings more dramatically under semipresidentialism due to the 

existence of a dual executive. This institutional arrangement incentivizes the legislature and 

the executive to make competing claims on lawmaking and oversight power, thereby 

increasing the probability of power shifts whenever changes in legislative support for the 

president lead to a more united or divided executive. While Duverger described 

semipresidentialism as a form of “alternation” between presidential and parliamentary 

patterns, Sartori (1994: 24) preferred the term “oscillation,” which we have adopted here. 

Both authors correctly predicted the patterns we illustrate in Figures 2a and 2b. 

[Figures 2a and 2b] 

 The most striking regional effect that we also observe in these results—the probability 

of change in either direction was highest in those countries that were formerly part of the 

Soviet Union12—highlights the effects of the combination of competitive authoritarianism 

with semipresidentialism, an admixture that predominates in the region. Although our 

concern in this paper has been with latent cross-national trends, this finding will be of interest 

to scholars of post-Soviet politics. 

 

Conclusions  
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Shifting empowerments between the executive and legislature are relatively rare in modern 

political systems. When we examine the interbranch balance of power on oversight and 

lawmaking, the vast majority of country-years exhibit no change at all. But this aggregate 

finding obscures substantial variation across cases when we control for the level of political 

democracy. Country-years with high Polity IV scores display lower variation in the relative 

balance of power between the executive and assembly—the probability of change 

empowering either the executive or assembly in a given year is around 4 percent in terms of 

law-making and between 11-14 percent for oversight —while semicompetitive political 

systems exhibit far more dynamism in the relationship. At our lowest observed levels of 

political pluralism (countries with a Polity score of 1), the probability of a fluctuation in the 

lawmaking authority of the assembly or executive in a given year is between approximately 

13-16 percentage points, and 14-27 percentage points for oversight.13 

Democracy matters. While robust polyarchy does not freeze interbranch relationships 

in place forever, it is far more likely to exhibit a stable equilibrium between the executive and 

assembly. A reasonable interpretation of the robust-democracy equilibrium is that actors’ 

expectations concerning executive oversight and the origins, amendment and enactment of 

legislation have largely converged. This finding holds across different regime types— 

presidential, semipresidential and parliamentary—and can be viewed as both cause and 

consequence of the “only game in town” (Linz and Stepan 1996). 

 Yet even when we control for the (stabilizing) effects of democracy on the 

interbranch balance of power, and the greater likelihood of change in lawmaking patterns in 

semipresidential systems, we still find that fractionalization of the party system is associated 

with change in either direction. Both the executive and the assembly are in a position to 

exploit fragmentation for procedural gains. An intuitive reading of this finding would be that 

extremely fragmented party systems are associated with minority executives, the lack of a 
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hegemonic force in the legislature, and continual political conflicts. This argument resonates 

in the presidentialism literature, wherein these features were famously identified as “perils” 

by Juan Linz (1990); it is possible that “Linzian conflicts” could be responsible for the see-

saw pattern that we observed in the results for fragmentation. Such an interpretation would be 

consistent with the early revisions to Linz (1990) proposed by Mainwaring (1993) and Jones 

(1995); fragmentation may not always cause regime breakdown, but is associated with 

protracted struggles for policymaking authority. 

We also find that ideological affinity of both branches is more likely to empower 

assemblies over executives. When there is reasonable ideological congruence among the 

main parties in the legislature, we observe a much greater likelihood that executive oversight 

power will gravitate toward the assembly. One reading of this scenario is that the executive, 

not feeling threatened by an ideologically distant parliament, is content to let the assembly 

drive a greater share of the policy agenda. However, we observe that this effect is 

independent of the electoral timetable. We find no evidence to suggest that the more 

cooperative relations that we associate with electoral honeymoons has any impact on the 

balance of power. On the contrary, as elections approach the oversight powers of the 

assembly and the executive’s power to withstand oversight appear to be strengthened. 

  We also find some mixed evidence that electoral systems encouraging legislators to 

cultivate a personal vote may actually advantage legislative assemblies vis-à-vis the 

executive. We concede that our personal vote variable captures only institutional incentives 

toward particularism in legislative careers, and is in no way a behavioral measure of observed 

clientelistic interactions between the executive and the assembly. Yet our findings are 

congruent with bargaining models suggesting that pervasive clientelism inflates the number 

of effective veto players (even net of party fragmentation) and dilutes the executive’s agenda.  
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Most surprisingly, we find little evidence to support the contention that economic 

crisis empowers executives. We observe that (lagged) economic crisis is significant only in 

predicting greater legislative oversight of the executive branch. The utter failure of crisis 

models to predict shifts in interbranch authority in the direction of the executive calls into 

question some longstanding arguments about executive dominance, such as theories of 

presidential decree deployment (e.g. Ferreira Rubio and Goretti 1998), and also claims about 

an economic origin of so-called “delegative democracy” (e.g. O’Donnell 1994; Kubicek 

1994).14 

 Overall, we have found that some mainstream explanations of delegation—devised 

almost exclusively to explain delegation from the assembly to the executive—also work 

passably well in explaining delegation to the opposite direction, i.e., to the legislature. This 

finding is at odds with many of principal agent-models that have shaped the study of 

executive-legislative relations in the Third Wave, particularly in the study of comparative 

presidentialism. Some readers may interpret the surprising infrequency of gains by the 

executive to be indicative of the already high levels of executive authority in modern political 

systems—in this view, some sort of “Weberian ceiling” may already been reached. This 

would echo the recent analysis by Morgenstern et al. (2013) who claim that presidential 

power in the United States and Latin America is either high or very high. However, a proper 

test of the ceiling hypothesis will only be possible when we have comparable measures of 

legislative power that are valid across space, time, and executive format.15 

 In conclusion, while many case studies on post-Third Wave politics have documented 

executive usurpation or encroachment upon legislative authority, a cross-national analysis 

suggests the need to rethink some of these arguments. Change in executive-legislative 

relationships is relatively infrequent; concrete gains by the executive are rare; and moreover, 
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even when such gains do occur, the proposed explanatory factors perform inconsistently at 

best. 
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Table 1: Sample Summary of Cases by Region, Country and Executive Type, 1976-2014 

Region Countries in Category Years of 

parliamentarism  

(% within 

category) 

Years of semi-

presidentialism 

(% within 

category) 

Years of 

presidentialism 

(% within 

category) 

Total (% 

of dataset) 

 

 

 

Americas 

Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, 

Canada, Chile, Colombia, Costa 

Rica, Dominican Republic, 

Ecuador, El Salvador, 

Guatemala, Honduras, Jamaica, 

Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, 

Paraguay, Peru, USA, Uruguay, 

Venezuela 

 

 

73 (7.9%) 

 

 

31 (6.6%) 

 

 

461 (72.9%) 

 

 

565 (28%) 

 

Asia 

Australia, Bangladesh, Fiji, 

India, Japan, Mongolia, Nepal, 

New Zealand, Pakistan, 

Philippines, South Korea, Sri 

Lanka, Taiwan, Thailand 

 

196 (21.3%) 

 

35 (7.5%) 

 

46 (7.3%) 

 

277 

(13.7%) 

 

 

Europe 

Albania, Austria, Belgium, 

Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, 

Czech Republic, Denmark, 

Estonia, Finland, France, 

Germany, Greece, Hungary, 

Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, 

Macedonia, Netherlands, 

Norway, Poland, Portugal, 

Romania, Slovak Republic, 

Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, UK 

 

 

472 (51.3%) 

 

 

282 (60.3%) 

 

 

31 (4.9%) 

 

 

785 

(38.9%) 

Former 

Soviet 

Union 

(Non-

EU) 

Georgia, Moldova, Russia, 

Ukraine 

 

12 (1.3%) 

 

24 (5.1%) 

 

7 (1.1%) 

 

43 (2.1%) 

Middle 

East 

Israel, Turkey 

 

58 (6.3%) 0 0 58 (2.9%) 

Sub-

Saharan 

Africa 

Botswana, Cape Verde, Central     

African Republic, Gambia, 

Ghana, Lesotho, Malawi, Mali, 

Mauritius, Mozambique, 

Namibia, Niger, Nigeria, 

Senegal, Sierra Leone, South 

Africa, Zambia 

 

 

 

 

109 (11.8%) 

 

 

96 (20.5%) 

 

 

87 (13.8%) 

 

 

292 

(14.5%) 

Total 

(% 

within 

dataset) 

 920 (45.5%) 468 (23.2%) 632 (31.3%) 2020 
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Table 2: Frequencies of Change in Legislative-Executive Relations 

Categories Oversight (%) Lawmaking (%) 

YOY Gain by the Assembly 309 (15.3%) 87 (4.3%) 

No Change 1509 (74.9%) 1841 (91.1%) 

YOY Gain by the Executive 199 (9.9%) 92 (4.6%) 

Total 2020 2020 

 

Note: N refers to country-year observations as explained in Table 1. 
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Table 3: Illustrative Examples of Change in the Executive-Legislative Balance of Power 

 Forms of Change 

Oversight  

Assembly gains Paraguay 1992 

Peru 2000 

Slovakia 1998 

South Korea 1998 

Thailand 1997 

Constitutional change introduces meaningful legislative checks and balances 

Assembly removes President Alberto Fujimori and installs its own head as interim president 

Constitutional change transfers certain presidential powers to speaker of assembly 

First constitutional dispute between assembly and president over appointment of prime minister 

Constitutional change strengthens the separation of powers and creates a directly elected 

second chamber 

Executive gains Hungary 2011 

India 1976 

Moldova 2001 

Nicaragua 2009 

 

Taiwan 2008 

Constitutional change weakens checks and balances 

State of emergency empowers Prime Minister Indira Gandhi to rule by decree 

Governing Communist Party gains supermajority in parliamentary elections 

Supreme Court overturns ban on presidents seeking consecutive reelection and serving beyond 

two terms 

President Ma Ying-jeou elected with legislative supermajority 

Lawmaking  

Assembly gains Albania 1998 

Brazil 1986 

Pakistan 1990 

 

South Africa 2013 

Spain 1979 

Assembly’s Constitutional Commission creates a parliamentary republic 

Assembly (Constitutional Congress) is elected to write new constitution 

Government authority undermined by corruption allegations, leading to dismissal of PM 

Benazir Bhutto 

Authority of President Jacob Zuma undermined by investigation into misuse of public funds 

Election of first democratically elected parliament under new constitution 

Executive gains Germany 2013 

Georgia 2004 

Ecuador 2013 

Ukraine 2014 

South Africa 1985 

Prime Minister Angela Merkel wins historic third term with commanding election victory 

Constitutional amendments strengthen the executive branch 

President Rafael Correa elected for a third term with a supermajority 

War in the East of the country and electoral victories empower President Petro Poroshenko 

State of emergency empowers the executive branch 

 

Source: compiled by authors. Note: examples encompass changes deriving from both institutional redesign and from political process (see text for distinction). 
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Table 4: Independent Variables in the Analysis  

 

 

Sources: party fragmentation, calculated from data coded by Cheibub et al. and extended to 2014 (Cheibub et 

al., 2004); ideological proximity and distance to next election, calculated from data coded by the Database of 

Political Institutions (Cruz, Keefer, and Scartascini 2015); Electoral Democracy Index, electoral system, 

candidate selection and personal vote calculated from data coded by V-Dem (Coppedge et al. 2016); economic 

crisis from Luc and Laeven 2012 and V-Dem; GDP PPP per capita (real GDP at chained PPP using 2011 USD) 

drawn from Penn World Table 8.1, available https://www.rug.nl/ggdc/productivity/pwt/; parliamentary, 

semipresidential and presidential calculated from data coded by Cheibub et al. (2004) and Elgie (2018), 

“Semipresidentialism, premier-presidentialism and president-parliamentarism: A new country-year dataset” 

[blog post, 3 April]. Retrieved from http://presidential-power.com/?p=7869. 

 

 

Variable N Mean Median Min Max SD 

Explanatory       

Party Fragmentation 1957 0.642 0.658 0.00 0.93 0.147 

Seats Held by Chief Executive’s Party 1944 0.450 0.460 0.00 1.00 0.176 

Ideological Affinity 1971 0.658 0.688 0.00 2.98 0.381 

Crisis 2020 0.20 0.00 0.00 1.00 0.397 

Controls       

Electoral Democracy (V-Dem) 2020 0.745 0.820 0.196 0.947 0.165 

Electoral System (high=SMDP) 2020 1.76 2.00 1.00 3.00 0.792 

Candidate Selection (high=decentralized) 2020 3.32 3.00 1.00 6.00 1.240 

Personal Vote (high=personalizing) 2020 6.03 4.00 2.00 18.00 4.240 

Parliamentary System 2020 0.46 0.00 0.00 1.00 0.498 

Semipresidential System 2020 0.23 0.00 0.00 1.00 0.422 

Presidential System 2014 0.31 0.00 0.00 1.00 0.464 

GDP PPP per capita (USD) 2014 16531 13089 548 84270 13207 

Distance to Election (years) 2008 1.48 1.00 0 5 1.238 

https://www.rug.nl/ggdc/productivity/pwt/
http://presidential-power.com/?p=7869
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Table 5: Predictors of Power Shifts in Executive Oversight Patterns (Multinomial Regressions) 

 

Notes: the excluded category on the DV is no annual change. The reference category for executive format is 

parliamentary. Significance levels: * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. 

 

 Model 1 Model 2 

 Change Advantages 

Assembly 

Change Advantages 

Executive 

Change Advantages 

Assembly 

Change Advantages 

Executive 

Explanatory Variables     

Party Fragmentation 1.847587*** 2.112095**      

Size of Chief Executive’s Party   -1.431296**     -1.320103*    

Ideological Affinity .3943004* -.0109902    .4269019*     .1060011    

Crisis .3597518*     -.3602161    .3277743*    -.4271037*    

Controls     

Electoral Democracy -1.87744***     -2.679781***    -1.802566***    -2.567399***    

Electoral System -.4776126*    -.5533051*    -.4430442    -.4177589    

Candidate Selection -.4377651**    -.5168517**    -.4246453**    -.4538853*    

Personal Vote .174764**    .2175808**    .1601807*    .1761971*    

Semipresidential .4458714*    .5473705**    .4319448*    .5533367**    

Presidential .5568348**    .6569074**    .5485532**    .6251721**    

GDP PPP 6.91e-06    .0000243**    8.41e-06    .0000269**    

Distance to Election -.2700869***    -.1850081**    -.2628533***    -.1772094**    

Pseudo r-squared 0.0489 0.0489 0.0460 0.0460 

N 2,020 2,020 2,008 2,008 
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Figure 1a: Probability that Democratization Will Empower the Assembly in Oversight, 

by Executive Format (Margins with 95% CIs) 

 

 

 

 

Note: Predicted probabilities in Figures 1a, 1b, 2a, 2b are estimated from binary logistic regression of the effects 

of levels of electoral democracy on change (either to the assembly or the executive) for each executive format. 
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Figure 1b: Probability that Democratization Will Empower the Executive in Oversight, 

by Executive Format (Margins with 95% CIs) 
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Table 6: Predictors of Power Shifts in Lawmaking Patterns (Multinomial Regressions) 

 

Notes: the excluded category on the DV is no annual change. The reference category for executive format is 

parliamentary. Significance levels: * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. 

 Model 1  Model 2 

 Change Advantages 

Assembly 

Change Advantages 

Executive 

Change Advantages 

Assembly 

Change Advantages 

Executive 

Explanatory  Variable     

Party Fragmentation 2.598608** 1.439664   

Size of Chief Executive’s Party   -2.300666**    -1.087887 

Ideological Affinity -.0322815 -.2601924   .0287085 -.2287642    

Crisis .0311967 -.3100976 -.0759566 -.3004605 

Controls     

Electoral Democracy -4.09193***     -3.5566 ***     -4.064218***    -3.573812 ***    

Electoral System -.0549497 -.1629585 -.0637448 -.1695659 

Candidate Selection -.1358009 -.2801932 -.1451249 -.3015119 

Personal Vote .0959082 .1092859 .0970588 .1070537 

Semipresidential .3521468 .6540715* .3721479 .6471291*    

Presidential -.441564 .3467037 -.4567424 .3398448 

GDP PPP per capita 8.41e-06 .0000361**    9.96e-06 .0000386**    

Distance to Election -.0824599 .0717394 -.0792924  .0837318 

Pseudo r-squared 0.0506 0.0506 0.0499 0.0499 

N 2,020 2,020 2,008 2,008 
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Figure 2a: Probability that Democratization Will Empower the Assembly in 

Lawmaking Authority, by Executive Format (Margins with 95% CIs) 
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Figure 2b: Probability that Democratization Will Empower the Executive in 

Lawmaking Authority, by Executive Format (Margins with 95% CIs) 

 

 

 

 

  

0

.0
5

.1
.1

5
.2

.196 .947
Electoral Democracy

Presidentialism Semi-Presidentialism

Parliamentarism



 

 

33 

References 

 
Ames, Barry. 2001. The Deadlock of Democracy in Brazil. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press. 

 

Bagehot, Walter. 1867. The English Constitution. London: Chapman and Hall. 

 

Barkan, Joel D. (ed.). 2009. Legislative Power in Emerging African Democracies. Boulder, CO: 

Lynne Rienner Publishers. 

 

Bendor, J., A. Glazer, and T. Hammond. 2001. “Theories of Delegation.” Annual Review of Political 

Science 4: 235-269. 

 

Carey, John M., and Matthew Soberg Shugart. 1995. "Incentives to Cultivate a Personal Vote: A Rank  

Ordering of Electoral Formulas." Electoral Studies 14, No. 4: 417-439. 

 

Carey, John, and Matthew Soberg Shugart, eds. 1998. “Calling Out the Tanks or Filling Out the 

Forms? In Carey and Shugart, eds., Executive Decree Authority, pp. 1-29. New York: Cambridge 

University Press. 

 

Cheibub, José Antonio, Adam Przeworski, and Sebastian M. Saiegh. 2004. “Government Coalitions 

and Legislative Success Under Presidentialism and Parliamentarism.” British Journal of Political 

Science 34: 565-87. 

 

Cheibub, José Antonio, Zachary Elkins, and Tom Ginsburg. 2015. “Beyond Presidentialism and 

Parliamentarism.” British Journal of Political Science 44 (3): 515-544. 

 

Chernykh, Svitlana, David Doyle, and Timothy J. Power. 2017.  “Measuring Legislative Power: An 

Expert Reweighting of the Fish-Kroenig Parliamentary Powers Index.” Legislative Studies Quarterly 

42, no. 2: 295-320. 

 

Coppedge, Michael, John Gerring, Staffan I. Lindberg, Svend-Erik Skaaning, Jan Teorell, with David 

Altman, Michael Bernhard, M. Steven Fish, Adam Glynn, Allen Hicken, Carl Henrik Knutsen, Kelly 

McMann, Pamela Paxton, Daniel Pemstein, Jeffrey Staton, Brigitte Zimmerman, Rachel Sigman, 

Frida Andersson, Valeriya Mechkova, and Farhad Miri. 2016. “V-Dem Codebook v6.” Varieties of 

Democracy (V-Dem) Project. 

 



 

 

34 

Cox, Gary W. 1987. The Efficient Secret: The Cabinet and the development of political parties in 

Victorian England. Cambridge, Cambridge University Press. 

 

Cox, Gary W., and Scott Morgenstern. 2001. “Latin America’s Reactive Assemblies and Proactive 

Presidents.” Comparative Politics 33, no. 2: 171-190. 

 

Cruz, Cesi, Philip Keefer, and Carlos Scartascini. 2015. Database of Political Institutions. 

https://publications.iadb.org/handle/11319/7408. Washington: Inter-American Development Bank. 

 

Di Palma, Giuseppe. 1977. Surviving Without Governing: The Italian Parties in Parliament. 

Berkeley: University of California Press. 

 

Duverger, Maurice. 1980. “A New Political System Model: Semi-Presidential Government.” 

European Journal of Political Research 8: 165-87. 

 

Elgie, Robert. 2006. “Why Do Governments Delegate Authority to Quasi-Autonomous Agencies? 

The Case of Independent Administrative Authorities in France.” Governance 19(2): 207-227. 

 

Ferreira Rubio, Delia, and Matteo Goretti. 1998. “When the President Governs Alone: The Decretazo 

in Argentina, 1989-1993.” In John M. Carey and Matthew Soberg Shugart (eds.), Executive Decree 

Authority, pp. 13-61. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

 

Fish, M. Steven. 2006. “Stronger Legislatures, Stronger Democracies.” Journal of Democracy 17, no. 

1: 5-20. 

 

Fish, Steven M. and Matthew Kroenig. 2009. The Handbook of National Legislatures: A Global 

Survey. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

 

González, Lucas. 2014. “Unpacking Delegative Democracy: Digging into the Empirical Content of a 

Rich Theoretical Concept.” In Daniel Brinks, Marcelo Leiras, and Scott Mainwaring, eds., Reflections 

on Uneven Democracies: The Legacy of Guillermo O’Donnell, pp. 240-268. Baltimore: Johns 

Hopkins University Press. 

 

Haber, Stephen and Victor Menaldo. 2011. “Do Natural Resources Fuel Authoritarianism? A 

Reappraisal of the Resource Curse.” American Political Science Review 105, no. 1: 1-26. 

 

https://publications.iadb.org/handle/11319/7408


 

 

35 

Howell, William G., and Kenneth R. Mayer. 2005. “The Last One Hundred Days.” Presidential 

Studies Quarterly 35: 533–53. 

 

Huber, John D., and Arthur Lupia. 2001. “Cabinet Instability and Delegation in Parliamentary 

Democracies.” American Journal of Political Science 45: 18-32. 

 

Jones, Mark P. 1995. Electoral Laws and the Survival of Presidential Democracies. Ann Arbor: 

University of Michigan Press. 

 

Johnson, Joel W., and Jessica S. Wallack. 2010. “Electoral Systems and the Personal Vote.” Dataset  

and codebook, 25 September: http://hdl.handle.net/1902.1/17901.  

 

Kitschelt, Herbert. 1992. “The Formation of Party Systems in East Central Europe.” Politics and 

Society 20: 7-50. 

 

Kubicek, Paul. “Delegative Democracy in Russia and Ukraine.” Communist and Post-Communist 

Studies 27(4): 423-441. 

 

Laeven, Luc, and Fabián Valencia. 2012. Systemic Banking Crises Database: An Update. IMF 

Working Paper WP/12/163. Washington: International Monetary Fund. 

 

Levitsky, Steven, and Lucan Way. 2011. Competitive Authoritarianism: Hybrid Regimes after the 

Cold War. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

 

Lijphart, Arend. 2012. Patterns of Democracy: Government Forms and Performance in Thirty-Six 

Countries (2nd edition). New Haven, Yale University Press. 

 

Linz, Juan J. 1990. “The Perils of Presidentialism.” Journal of Democracy 1, no. 1: 51-69. 

 

Linz, Juan J., and Alfred Stepan. 1996. Problems of Democratic Transition and Consolidation: 

Southern Europe, South America, and Post-Communist Europe. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 

Press. 

 

Mainwaring, Scott. 1993. “Presidentialism, Multipartism, and Democracy: The Difficult 

Combination.” Comparative Political Studies 26, no. 2: 198-228. 

 

http://hdl.handle.net/1902.1/17901


 

 

36 

Mainwaring,  Scott and Matthew Soberg Shugart 1997. Presidentialism and Democracy in Latin 

America. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

 

Marshall, Monty G. and Benjamin R. Cole. 2014. “Global Report 2014: Conflict, Governance and 

State Fragility.” Available at http://www.systemicpeace.org/vlibrary/GlobalReport2014.pdf. 

 

Morgenstern, Scott, John Polga-Hecimovich, and Sarah Shair-Rosenfield. 2013. “Tall, Grande, or 

Venti: Presidential Powers in the United States and Latin America.” Journal of Politics in Latin 

America 2: 37-70. 

 

O’Donnell, Guillermo. 1994. “Delegative Democracy.” Journal of Democracy 5 (1): 55-69. 

 

Parrish, Scott. “Presidential Decree Authority in Russia.” In John M. Carey and Matthew Soberg 

Shugart (eds.), Executive Decree Authority, pp. 62-103. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

 

Peruzzotti, Enrique. 2014. “Accountability Deficits of Delegative Democracy.” In Daniel Brinks, 

Marcelo Leiras, and Scott Mainwaring, eds., Reflections on Uneven Democracies: The Legacy of 

Guillermo O’Donnell, pp. 269-286. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press. 

 

Rae, Douglas. 1967. The Political Consequences of Electoral Laws. New Haven, Yale University 

Press. 

 

Rasch, Bjørn Erik, and George Tsebelis 2011. The Role of Governments in Legislative Agenda 

Setting. Abingdon: Routledge. 

 

Riggs, Fred W. 1988. “The Survival of Presidentialism in America: Para-Constitutional Practices.” 

International Political Science Review 9, no. 4: 247-278. 

 

Sartori, Giovanni. 1994. Comparative Constitutional Engineering: An Inquiry into Structures, 

Incentives and Outcomes. New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

 

Schedler, Andreas. 2013. The Politics of Uncertainty: Sustaining and Subverting Electoral 

Authoritarianism. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

 

Shugart, Matthew Soberg. 1998. “The Inverse Relationship between Party Strength and Executive 

Strength: A Theory of Politicians’ Constitutional Choices." British Journal of Political Science 28, 

no. 1: 1-29. 

http://www.systemicpeace.org/vlibrary/GlobalReport2014.pdf


 

 

37 

 

Shugart, Matthew Soberg, and John M. Carey. 1992. Presidents and Assemblies: Constitutional 

Design and Electoral Dynamics. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

 

Shull, Steven A. 1997. Presidential-Congressional Relations: Policy and Time Approaches. Ann 

Arbor: University of Michigan Press. 

 

Strom, Kaare. 2000. “Delegation and Accountability in Parliamentary Democracies.” European 

Journal of Political Research 37: 261-289. 

 

Weber, Max. 1978 [1918]. “Parties and Parliament in a Reconstructed Germany.” In Weber,  

Economy and Society (2 vols.) appendix II. Berkeley: University of California Press.  

 

Wilson, Matthew C., and Josef Woldense. 2019. “Contested or Established? A Comparison of 

Legislative Powers across Regimes.” Democratization 26, no. 4: 585-605. 

 

 

  



 

 

38 

Endnotes 

1 We could then go on to hypothesize that empowerments resulting from institutional design would be 

more “sticky” while empowerments due to temporary political majorities would be more easily 

reversible. This is an empirical question that will not be addressed in this article. 

2 Although using different phrasing, the V-Dem indicators of de facto institutional power correlate 

significantly with (formalist) cognate variables provided by the Comparative Constitutions Project 

(http://comparativeconstitutionsproject.org/ccp-data-downloads/). For example, the CCP coding of 

which actor can initiate general legislation in presidential systems correlates at .496 with the V-Dem 

measure of the president’s effective power to legislate. 
3 The index is formed by taking the point estimates from a Bayesian factor analysis model of four 

other V-Dem indicators: legislature questions officials in practice (v2lgqstexp), the extent of 

executive oversight (v2lgotovst), legislature investigates in practice (v2lginvstp), and legislature 

opposition parties (v2lgoppart). 

4  For the three lawmaking questions, it is possible for change to be driven by just one V-Dem 

question, to take place within the executive branch only (as is more typical in semipresidential 

systems), and to occur in different directions (e.g. the legislature and executive can be empowered 

simultaneously). To convert this information to a single annualized observation, we deploy the 

following coding rules across all three questions: (1) when only one question captures change, any 

gain is coded as a gain overall for that particular branch, and a loss is coded as a gain for the other 

branch; (2) when a change occurs within the executive from the head of state to the head of 

government, this is interpreted as a gain for the legislature in semipresidential systems (and vice-versa 

if power moves from the premier to the president), and as no change in either presidential or 

parliamentary systems; (3) if questions indicate that both branches gain or lose power in the same 

direction, this is coded as no change. When we exclude cases of no change from the analysis, this 

makes no difference to the results. 

5 Analysis of combined V-Dem questions on the capacity of either the head of state or the head of 

government to veto legislation in practice finds that for over 90 percent of the cases, there was “no 

change” in the capacity of the executive to veto legislation, and that when change did occur it did so 

equally in both directions. 

6 See Cruz, Keefer and Scartascini (2015). The ideological position of each party on economic issues 

is classified as left (3), centre (2), and right (1). We have recoded their category of 0 (no clear position 

on the economic policy dimension) as 2.  

7 We use V-Dem’s “Electoral Democracy Index,” which is formed by the weighted average of the 

indices measuring freedom of association, suffrage, clean elections, elected executive and freedom of 

expression. 
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8 Analysis of V-Dem’s “Judicial Constraints on the Executive Index” produces results similar  to 

those generated by the “Electoral Democracy Index.” This analysis is available from the authors on 

request. 

9 Due to missingness, we could not employ the personal vote index (PVI) created by Carey and 

Shugart (1995) and updated by Johnson and Wallack (2010). We create an imperfect substitute by 

first drawing on V-Dem’s variable for the electoral system used for the lower or unicameral chamber 

(v2elparlel), recoding it so that proportional systems are scored 1, mixed systems 2, and majoritarian 

systems 3. We then deploy the V-Dem variable on candidate selection rules (v2pscnslnl), recoding it 

so that the most centralized system (“national legislative candidates are selected exclusively by 

national party leaders”) is scored 1 and the most decentralized system (“national legislative candidates 

are chosen by constituency groups or direct primaries”) is scored 6. These two indicators are then 

multiplied together to create our Personal Vote variable with a possible range from 1 to 18. This 

variable correlates at .553 with the Johnson and Wallack PVI. 

10 Moreover, in separate analyses we found that alternative variables capturing other forms of major 

national crises—e.g. violent conflict at home (intra-state war with at least 1,000 battle deaths for each 

country year) and violent conflict in the international area (did the country participate in an 

international armed conflict?)—are insignificant. Our sources for the conflict variables were the 

Haber and Menaldo (2011) “Civil War” variable and the “Armed Conflict, international variables, 

both included in “V-Dem Codebook v6” (Coppedge et al. 2016). Results available upon request. 

11 The specific V-Dem question asked was “Among the major parties, what is the main or most 

common form of linkage to their constituents?” We reversed the order of categories from: 0 = 

policy/programmatic; 1 = mixed local collective and policy/programmatic; 2 = local collective; 3 = 

mixed clientelistic/local collective; 4 = clientelistic. We used our “personal vote” rather than this 

variable because this V-Dem indicator correlates too highly with the separate V-Dem Electoral 

Democracy Index. 

12 This analysis is available from the authors on request. 

13 Predicted probabilities are calculated from a simple bivariate analysis of the effect of a country’s 

level of democracy (as measured by Polity IV) on the likelihood of change empowering either the 

assembly or the executive. This analysis is available on request.  

14 O’Donnell (1994: 160) acknowledges that delegative democracies result from the interaction effect 

of two factors: (1) social and economic crises inherited from authoritarian regimes, and (2) cultural 

patterns pertaining to the exercise of authority. However, in his analysis he gives overwhelming 

attention to the first factor (crisis) and very little to the second. 

15
 The parliamentary powers index (PPI) based on expert assessments (Fish and Kronig 2009; 

Chernykh et al. 2017; Wilson and Woldense, 2019) provides an indication of first-level differences, 

but it is not robust enough to use as an explanatory variable in this statistical analysis. Of the PPI 
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items appropriate for our analysis, the seven that are available in VDEM - v2lgintblo, v2lgfunds, 

v2lgwarlaw,  v2exdfdshs, v2exdfvths, v2exremhsp, v2lgcomslo – do not scale reliably, with a 

Cronbach Alpha of .403 only. 

 

 




