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DECISION-MAKING PROCESSES, CONFLICTS, AND CABINET GOVERNMENT

J. Blondel

The debate about the nature of decision-making in cabinet 

government has so far been inconclusive. It is being asserted 

strongly, in some countries at least, that prime ministers have 

become the dominant element in the decision-making process and 

that collective decision-making within the cabinet has become a 

myth; but the evidence which is brought forward is at best rather 

selective. As a matter of fact, it seems to be a vast 

oversimplification to present matters in this manner since many 

factors are likely to interplay: cabinet decision-making does 

depend on such variables as personalities, the relative level of 

information of ministers, the duration of these ministers in 

office, the constraints of coalitions, and even cultural 

traditions. A realistic approach to this problem must therefore be 

one which proceeds cautiously to a conclusion by collecting 

evidence from the wide variety of situations which exist, 

classifying them, and attempting to assess the relative influence

which may be played by the different variables.
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Yet, even if the realization of these differences is a 

step in the direction of a better understanding of the 

characteristics of cabinet governments, this step does not 

constitute progress unless we are able to discover instruments 

with which to assess the role of various factors in the decision 

making process. We are hampered in this search, however, both 

because much of this decision making process remains hidden in 

view of the relative secrecy whithin which cabinet decisions are 

taken and because the analysis of the characteristics of decisions 

is notoriously difficult; the task is so laborious that it -is 

unrealistic to expect to be able to compare the operations of 

cabinets through the examination of the processes by which all or 

even a large number of these decisions are being taken. We have 

obviously at least to reduce this examination to a small number of 

cases; the problem, however, is to discover how representative 

these cases are and to interpret their significance in the light 

of cabinet life in general. The purpose of this paper is to 

attempt to clarify the conditions under which we might expect 

decision-making to be collective and indeed conflictual, if we 

take into account the various characteristics shaping different 

types of cabinets.

Cabinet decision-making processes can be broadly 

classified into three types; formally collegial, truly consensual, 

and conflictual. In the first category are all the decisions of
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the cabinet (either during the meetings or in the name of the 

cabinet outside the meetings) which are not discussed by ministers 

and are accepted on the nod. In quantitative terms,, these 

decisions are almost certainly the very large majority everywhere; 

it is of course not uninteresting to know the nature of these 

decisions, some of which - perhaps many of which - are important; 

where there is a record of the activities of the cabinet, it is 

probably relatively easy to have a picture of what these decisions 

are.

The second category includes the decisions about which 

there is perhaps some debate, but which do not give rise to 

opposition; in this case, there is consensus, though the consensus 

may be more superficial than fundamental. For it is clear that the 

cabinet could not function for very long if it was characterised 

by many situations of the third category, that is to say 

conflictual decisions, taken after a period of tension during 

which ministers line up in different camps. Obviously, conflictual 

questions are matters in which there is real collective decision

making: in a sense, therefore, the examination of conflictual 

decisions gives some impression of the extent and areas where 

collective decision-making occurs. But, as there will be a 

tendency to reduce conflict in order to preserve the health of the 

cabinet, there may well be a grey area in which decisions are 

apparently consensual yet in reality result more from the desire
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to avoid trouble than from a genuine agreement among the 

ministers. We have therefore to explore the conditions under which 

matters coming to the cabinet are or more or less likely to be 

conflictual and the extent to which various mechanisms will tend 

to reduce the amount of conflict which might occur.

I. The need for the streamlining of decision-making in cabinet

government.

The reason why there is so much controversy about the 

nature of decision-making in cabinet government is clear: if the 

principles of cabinet government were applied to the letter, the 

system would not merely be grossly inefficient, but truly not 

viable. It would be grossly inefficient since it calls for 

collective decision-making among ministers on any matter, ranging 

from the most important policies to detailed implementation: there 

is no legal reason why each minister could not attempt to exercise 

control over the activities of other ministers in their 

departments. This is not the place to discuss whether, on other 

grounds, a collective form of government is to be preferred to a 

more 'hierarchical' system, be it authoritarian or liberal, as for 

instance the constitutional presidential system; the point is

that, from the strict point of view of the mechanical processing
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of decisions - from conception to implementation - a hierarchical 

system of government would appear to be more rapid and smoother. 

What matters here is to note that, in principle, any question 

could be discussed in cabinet, while, in a presidential system, 

the area of responsibility of ministers is restricted to 

departmental affairs and, ultimately, these ministers take their 

decisions by delegation from the Head of State. It is therefore no 

exaggeration to claim that cabinet government would not be viable 

if it operated according to its principles; it follows that these 

'principles' are never applied in practice and that the real 

question which arises is how much deviation there has to be from 

the 'principles' for the system to be viable.

Decisions taken by ministers in cabinet government can be 

broadly divided into two types: those which relate to policy 

goals, to the substance of governmental action, and those which 

relate to the manner in which policies are to be implemented. If 

there are to be restrictions on the scope of intervention of 

ministers, these are likely to apply on both aspects. Let us 

examine how this deviation from the 'principles' can be brought 

about. What is at stake is the discovery of means by which the 

cabinet will not have to discuss 'truly' certain matters in order 

to speed up decisions (and also in order to prevent tension from 

being too high). A moment's reflection suggests that these

restrictions can relate to two broad fields. On the one hand,
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cabinets may simply not discuss certain types of policies or 

certain types of problems which may never be placed on the agenda: 

there may be no discussion, for instance, about the 

nationalisation of industries or the abolition of pensions. On the 

other hand, cabinets may not discuss certain matters on procedural 

grounds: questions involving less than a certain level of 

expenditure may for instance not come to the cabinet. In both 

types of cases, the cabinet is relieved from a certain amount of 

intervention, but the ground for exclusion is different.

As a matter of fact, the distinction between exclusion on 

substantive grounds and exclusion on procedural grounds seems to 

correspond to a more fundamental distinction between what might be 

called 'high policy' matters and 'administrative' or 'derivative' 

questions. Of course, there is no precise boundary between these 

two areas; it is consequently more accurate to view the 

distinction in terms of two poles of a dimension. But the 

distinction is important, as it is likely to affect the manner in 

which - or the reasons for which - certain matters are excluded 

from cabinet discussion. On the one hand, there will be 

restrictions on the discussion of 'high policy' matters simply 

because no one will wish to raise these questions at all; on the 

other hand, there will be restrictions on the discussion of

'administrative' or 'derivative' questions because it is felt more
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practical to leave these to individual departmental ministers in 

order not to overload the cabinet with 'matters of detail'.

It may seem immediately apparent why there are

restrictions on cabinet debates with respect to ssome

'administrative' matters; details will naturally often be

delegated to individual ministers, whatever the principle of

collective government may mean in theory; as a matter of fact, 

this delegation is not very different from the one which is given 

by the Head of State to departmental chiefs in a presidential 

system. But it may not seem so clear why cabinets should restrict 

themselves at the 'upper level', so to speak, that is to say with 

respect to 'high policy' matters. Yet further reflection suggests 

that this is indeed what happens. For what does it mean to say 

that the cabinet does not discuss certain matters of 'high 

policy'? It means that the members of the cabinet will not raise 

issues which are outside a given ideology or even outside a given 

programme. Given that cabinets are composed often, if not always, 

of ministers who have many ideas in common or even hold a common 

ideology, the area of potential discussion is ipso facto reduced. 

If cabinets were a microcosm of the nation, if they were a 

microcosm of parliament even, we could expect almost any question 

to be raised in cabinet? this is not so in practice because 

ministers are members of the same party or members of parties 

which have agreed to implement a certain programme. As a result,
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they are unlikely to discuss large numbers of matters because 

there is a preexisting common viewpoint on these matters.

If we look at cabinet decision-making in this way, we see 

that, far from being called to debate on all matters, cabinets are 

likely to discuss issues only within a band of what might be 

called 'middle-level' questions, neither so fundamental that they 

raise matters of ideology, nor so detailed that they go deep into 

daily administrative life. The 'upper level' is not considered 

because of a common understanding on substantive matters, while 

the 'lower level' is excluded because of a practical desire to see 

the business of cabinet being carried out smoothly. This means, 

however, that there are likely to be problems at the two 

boundaries: there have therefore to be mechanisms which will

ensure that the cabinet does not go beyond its 'natural' sphere; 

but, in view of the great difference between the two types of 

probblems, these mechanisms have to be different. At the 'lower 

level', the mechanisms are, so to speak, internal to the cabinet: 

various pressures are brought to bear on ministers by other 

ministers and by the leader to ensure that members of the cabinet 

do not tread on each others'ground. At the 'upper level', internal 

mechanisms are likely to be insufficient: there has to be external 

pressure; this is, by and large, provided by the party or parties 

to which members of the government belong, although the prime

minister also occasionally plays a part. If matters are viewed in
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this way, it soon appears that, in effect, the cabinet, far from 

being the 'supreme' or autonomous body which it is sometimes made 

to be, is, to a varying degree admittedly, the subordinate of the 

party or parties which sustain the government. The party or 

parties in power are in some manner the guardians of the limits of 

debate within the government with respect to the scope of 

decision-making on what we have called 'high policy' issues.

Cabinet government is thus characterised by a potential 

for collective decisions which is tamed, so to speak, by a 

combination of outside forces (the party) and of internal 

arrangements which combine together to restrict the agenda of 

'high policy' and 'administrative' decisions. But, since the 

distinction between high policy and administration is not clear 

cut and since the extent of dependence of the cabinet on outside 

bodies, specifically parties, does vary, internal mechanisms 

designed to restrict debate are occasionally applied to 'high 

policy' issues (while, but more rarely, external pressure may be 

brought to bear for decisions on 'administrative' matters). Thus, 

while we shall examine successively the role of party in 

restricting the area of decision-making and the impact of 

practices internal to be the cabinet which have the effect of 

limiting debate, we shall have also to consider the extent to 

which, especially in some types of party situations, collective 

decision-making is also diminished through internal rules and
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modes of behaviour and in particular through the action of the 

prime minister.

II. The role of party in limiting the scope of collective 

decisions in cabinet government.

Cabinet government is now almost always party government, 

both in Western Europe and elsewhere. This development is regarded 

as valuable or 'functional' in that the relationship between 

executive and legislature is better assured as a result. But the 

fact that cabinet government has become party government has a 

direct effect on what might be termed the overall 'agenda' of the 

cabinet in that the party composition shapes the character of 

cabinet policies. The topics which come to be debated correspond 

in broad terms to those which the party or parties in power have 

proposed for consideration. This affects decision-making processes 

as, by and large, some degree of agreement on these topics can be 

presumed to exist among members of the cabinet.

Indeed, a cabinet could not function for long if the 

party or parties forming the government did not achieve 

ideological and programmatic streamlining. This can be obtained by
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ensuring, through a preexisting agreement, that members of the 

government have a common outlook or that they refrain from raising

contentious issues. If parties . did not thus introduce a

considerable amount of restriction on the composition and

behaviour of cabinets,r conflicts would be intense and almost

continuous. This is why it can be argued with justification that 

cabinet government has to be party government. But these 

restrictions can take many forms, depending on whether the cabinet 

is wholly composed of members of one party, whether it is a 

'small' coalition or whether it is-a 'grand' coalition, including 

all or nearly all the groups represented in parliament. The 

characteristics of decision-making are distinct in each of these 

cases.

1. Single party government and the scope of cabinet decision

making . When the government is composed of members of one party 

only, collegial decision-making and even consensus are obtained 

because members of the party in power, including the ministers, 

are presumed to be and indeed to a large extent are in agreement 

with respect to the principles on the basis of which the party 

will conduct its policy in office. Consequently, there will be no 

or very limited conflict on the broad goals of the government; 

consensus will prevail on these matters, which, precisely because 

there is consensus, will probably not be debated at all. What 

disagreement there may be will be restricted to areas in which
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there are divisions of opinion within the party, to the means by 

which the goals and policies of the party are to be implemented, 

as well as over any unforeseen .circumstances, in home and foreign 

affairs, about which the government will have to take decisions. 

Although these areas do leave scope, indeed substantial scope, for 

debate and therefore for conflict, the overall 'agenda' is none 

the less substantially limited compared to what it would be if 

ministers were not all of the same party.

Moreover, a further restriction normally arises from the 

fact that the party is likely to have presented a programme at the 

election at which it was victorious. This programme constitutes 

both a positive and a negative restriction to potential debates 

within the government: ministers can be expected either to agree 

to this programme or at least to recognise that they are bound by 

it, whatever private reservations they may have; they are also in 

a weak position if they wish to go beyond what the programme 

stated. It is true that circumstances may force the government to 

abandon its programme or water it down; such a move is indeed 

likely to be contentious, including in the council of ministers. 

But precisely because of the odium which the abandonment of the 

programme typically generates for the government, such a move is 

always difficult; it is more likely to occur insidiously and by 

small steps than in a clear and obvious manner, unless it can be

claimed with some justification that unforeseen circumstances,
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resulting in particular from changes on the external scene, are 

the cause of the 'U-turn'.

In single-party governments, therefore, the area of 

potential disagreement is markedly reduced by the ideological 

proximity of the members of the government and by the election 

programme. Yet this does not abolish conflict altogether, 

especially since single-party government is unlikely to occur 

unless the party is large and, indeed, occupies a dominant or at 

least majority position on the country's political stage. Such 

parties may well have wings or even organised factions, as the 

Italian Christian Democratic party or the Japanese Liberal 

Democratic party. These wings or factions may be organised around 

personalities; but they often correspond (or also correspond) to 

divisions of opinion which may be more or less profound. Of 

course, the government may not reflect, or reflect

proportionately, these wings or factions in parliament; but it is 

likely to reflect them at least to an extent, as, otherwise, the 

government would find it difficult to muster enough continuous 

support in the legislature. Tension and conflicts are likely to 

occur, especially over time, because of those underlying 

ideological and programmatic differences, though they will be 

tempered by the reminder that the government is expected to act

within the scope of the programme which it defined for itself.
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Thus the basic framework within which single party 

government operates in a cabinet system is one in which, in 

principle and by and large in practice, there is pre-existing 

consensus with respect to the party programme; this leads to a 

purely formal ratification of large numbers of questions as the 

scope of the agenda is reduced to correspond broadly to what is 

contained in that programme; within this framework, debate and, 

therefore, truly collective decision-making will tend to occur 

only at the fringes or as a result of unforeseen circumstances. 

Occasionally, then, the disucssion can lead to conflict on these 

matters; this is especially the case if there are deep ideological 

divisions within the party - a state of affairs which cannot 

be ruled out since the party is electorally large. When conflict 

occurs in this way, the potential for collective decision-making 

arises, but at the expense of governmental harmony. The life of

the cabinet could be at stake and the electoral future of the

party jeopardised. A mechanism has therefore to be found to

resolve the conflict or at least to reduce tension. As a matter of 

fact, conflicts may also occur on questions which are 

'administrative' and not strictly programmatic: on this, too, a 

mechanism has to be found to resolve the conflict.

The mechanism through which the solution is found can

vary markedly, however, depending on the stucture of the party and 

on the relationship between the party in the country and the party
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in the government. To begin with, the party may or may not be 

organised in well-defined wings or factions. If these do exist, 

the situation facing the government is not very different from the 

one which characterises coalition governments which we shall 

examine presently: the heads of the various factions negociate 

among themselves in the manner of party chiefs in a coalition. 

But, in many parties, wings are not as clearly defined: the main 

question which then arises is how far the party at large - in 

effect the executive of the party - has or not considerable 

authority. If the party executive is recognised as having a truly 

major part to play, even when the party is in power, then much of 

the collective decision-making will occur within that party 

executive or at any rate in combination between the party 

executive and the government: this could be said to have been the 

case of the Austrian government of the 1970s. If, on the other 

hand, as in the British Conservative party, the government is the 

superior authority, the disagreements have to be solved within the 

cabinet. The cabinet itself, so to speak, is made to interpret or 

redefine the programme which the party presented at the election 

and under which it was previously operating.

In such cases, in which the cabinet may be said to be 

relatively autonomous from the party, the party cannot exercise 

the function of restricting the scope for conflict - or at least 

it cannot do so fully: cabinet decision-making then becomes
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collective as well as conflictual; the reduction and resolution of 

these conflicts has to come from mechanisms within the cabinet 

itself. Thus, although, in single party governments, the party 

programme and the general party ideology contribute to a narrowing 

down of the area where decision-making has to take place 

effectively, there are occasions in which some degree of 

collegiality will occur; when this collegiality is not sufficient 

for consensus solutions to emerge, it will also be characterised 

by substantial conflicts which may ultimately have to be resolved 

by changes in the composition of the government. Thus it is true 

to say that, in single party governments, effective cabinet 

decision-making occurs at the point where the pressure of party 

ceases: this point varies appreciably from one single party 

government to another depending on the relative power and 

authority position of the party executive and of the cabinet.

2. Limited coalitions. The situation is substantially different 

when there are limited coalitions (and, as we said, in the case of 

single-party governments where factions are well-entrenched). In 

theory, cabinets based on a limited coalition would seem to have a 

greater potential for conflict than single-party governments: the 

parties in a coalition are distant from each other ideologically; 

they ran for election on the basis of different programmes; and 

their views on the policies designed to implement the programmes

are also likely to differ. In practice, however, precisely because
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these differences would directly lead to major conflicts if the 

situation was not 'kept under control', various mechanisms operate 

which tend to reduce conflict, by limiting the scope of the 

problems on which the cabinet will be involved.

To begin with, in a limited coalition, some restriction 

on the extent of potential conflict stems from the fact that the 

parties involved in the coalition are likely to have at least a 

number of orientations in common. Indeed, in many cases, the 

majority which the coalition musters is not substantially larger, 

in electoral terms or in parliamentary seats, than that which a 

single party government musters: the ideological or programmatic 

span may not therefore be much wider. A number of potentially 

conflictual issues may therefore simply not be on the overall 

cabinet agenda.

Yet the restriction of the conflictual area does not 

more result from the limitation in the overall ideological span of 

the coalition; it results primarily from the fact that coalitions 

are not normally set up until an agreement has been obtained among 

the coalition partners about the programme of the government; this 

agreement is often, if not always, worked out in considerable 

detail. Thus the process of government formation amounts to a 

mechanism - often a protracted one - by which potential conflicts 

are ironed out in advance, indeed eliminated, by the discussions
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which take place before the government is set up. Consequently, 

conflict may even be less marked than in a single party situation, 

at least in those single party situations in which the cabinet has 

considerable autonomy with respect to the party: this is not 

because tension could not theoretically occur among the parties, 

but, on the contrary, because the scope of action of the 

government has been defined precisely in order to avoid tension.

Cabinets based on a limited coalition have therefore 

normally less freedom of manoeuvre in the policy area than single 

party governments. They are to that extent less based on a truly 

collective decision-making process and potentially less 

conflictual than single party governments. Tension is unlikely to 

result in major conflicts; if these do occur, on the other hand, 

they are unlikely to be resolved, as in some single party 

governments, by an 'internal' cabinet solution which might lead to 

individual resignations or to reshuffles. If they occur, as they 

might well do as a result of unforeeseen circumstances or because 

of the resurgence of an inter-party issue which was thought to 

have been solved or at least buried by the coalition agreement, 

two types of consequences are likely to follow. In the first 

instance, there will be an appeal to the parties: the cabinet 

lacks real autonomy to renegociate the coalition agreement and 

only the party executives can do so. This appeal might resolve the

problem and the government may be allowed to continue in office.
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If the parties cannot agree, however, the government as a whole 

will collapse and a new coalition, perhaps emerging after 

elections have been called, will have to be formed, once more, 

after a lengthy procedure of discussions among the parties will 

have taken place.

Limited coalition governments are thus likely to exhibit 

relatively lower internal levels of conflicts on policy programmes 

than those single party cabinets which are relatively autonomous 

from the party executive, precisely because, ultimately, the 

cabinet is not truly competent to resolve major conflicts. A 

coalition government has in fact a relatively narrow brief, one 

which is more at the level of 'administration' than at that of 

'high policy'; the government is in some sense viewed as a body in 

charge of implementation of what has been decided during the 

process of cabinet formation. Consequently, cabinets of this type 

are likely to be relatively consensual, though not necessarily 

really collegial; conflicts will tend to moved 'upwards', so to 

speak, on a plane of 'interparty négociation' which is in a sense 

above the cabinet and, in a somewhat nebulous manner, 'supervises' 

the activity of the cabinet.

3. Grand coalitions. Grand coalitions seem to constitute a puzzle: 

they would appear to have within themselves the potential for 

major conflict since all, or nearly all the views represented in
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parliament are also represented in the cabinet. Of course, grand 

coalitions are rare: in Western Europe in peacetime, they have 

occurred for a sizeable period only in Switzerland and in Austria; 

but, in these two countries at least, they have been viable; on 

the whole, they seem even to have functioned effectively.

The explanation for this rather paradoxical state of 

affairs stems from the same reasons as rhose which were found to 

play a part in limited coalitions: the parties at large and their 

'representatives' in the government in effect agree to raise 

matters only within the context of a framework which markedly 

narrows the area of political dissensus and debate. In 

Switzerland, the Federal Council's quasi permanent grand coalition 

is based on the principle that its stance is essentially practical 

and piecemeal, with very few problems being raised besides those 

which have previously been raised. The context of referendums, as 

well as the power of the cantons and the general consociational 

characteristics of Swiss politics result in a limited desire on 

the part of the government to extend its area of intervention. In 

Austria, the basis of the grand coalition was renegociated after 

each general election and a programme of government, analogous to 

the programme which is elaborated in the context of limited 

coalitions, was ironed out by the party executives as much as by

the current or incoming chancellor.
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Such situations are clearly exceptional. The setting up 

and maintenance of a grand coalition depends on the paramount 

desire of the parties to remain partners.: this desire means that 

the partners also practice a self-denying ordinance in terms of 

the scope of cabinet decision-making; this is the situation which 

occurs in wartime, when a grand coalition is constituted for the 

sole purpose of defeating the enemy and conflictual internal 

issues are left aside. Overall, it is manifest that, without a 

drastic reduction in the area of potential conflict, grand 

coalitions are impossible: what has therefore to be examined is 

why parties, even in peacetime, choose to reduce so drastically 

the agenda of political action. Yet, even with this reduction of 

the area of decision, conflicts may arise in a grand coalition: 

when they do, they can only be solved, as in the case of limited 

coalitions, by an appeal to the parties which compose the 

coalition. As long as these parties want to remain partners, the 

conflicts can be solved; but they will almost certainly be solved 

by the party executives rather than by the cabinet as such, which 

is more likely to implement pre-ordained programmes than tread in 

difficult areas of 'high policy' decision-making.

The role of parties is crucial in reducing the area of 

potential conflict in cabinet government by setting in effect what 

is the agenda and by thereby ensuring that debate within the

cabinet does not take place outside this agenda. It is therefore
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no exaggeration to say that, without the straightjacketing that 

party imposes on the substantive scope for debate within cabinet 

government, the system would not operate/ unless there was a high 

level of 'natural' consensus in the polity and in parliament. Thus 

cabinet government has to be viewed as party government: it is in 

fact probably the party government par excellence. The extent of 

streamlining that the party or parties in government effect can be 

said to have a direct impact on the extent to which cabinet 

government can operate.

This streamlining can be achieved more or less 

thoroughly, however, depending on the extent to which the 'agenda' 

of the government is specified in advance in greater or lesser 

detail. By and large, it seems that coalition government provides 

the greater amount of streamlining while single party government 

leads to the greater amount of leeway, though there are 

variations. Coalition government provides the greater amount of 

streamlining as a result of a paradox, namely that, given the fact 

that debates, discussions, and indeed dissensus would be very 

large and threaten continuously the very existence of the 

government , only a careful predetermination of the area of 

cabinet action can ensure substantial longevity to the coalition. 

Single party government can rely on somewhat looser arrangements, 

the restriction of the area of discussion being provided by the

common approach of the ministers who belong to the same
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ideological tradition as well as by the election manifesto. In 

practice, however, some single-party governments are truly 

dominated by the party executive and they, too, are primarily 

concerned with 'administration'? on the other hand, some 

coalitions resemble 'autonomous' single party governments if the 

cabinet is only a coalition in name and the major party does not 

really need the parliamentary support of the coalition partners. 

Party does therefore constrain markedly all types of cabinet 

governments; but there are substantial differences between what 

might be called 'dependent' and 'autonomous' cabinets. In the 

former type, little truly collective decision-making takes place 

in the cabinet in the 'high policy' area, since policies are, by 

and large, pre-determined by prior decisions; in relatively 

'autonomous' single party cabinets there does exist some 

substantial scope for collective decision-making and conflicts 

over some policy issues. In this case, there is therefore a need, 

on policy questions as well, for the type of internal cabinet 

constraints which are needed in all cabinets with respect to

'administrative' matters.
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III. The role of procedures and interpersonal relationships in 

streamlining the decision-making process in cabinet government.

While parties may ensure that cabinets do not debate or 

debate very little major policy issues, they cannot have the same 

influence on administrative or 'derivative' matters, since that 

would mean that parties would then substitute themselves for the 

government altogether. Constraints have therefore to be found 

within the cabinet machinery itself. These constraints do exist, 

however, and they can be strong. One type results from the setting 

within which debate might occur, that is to say the meeting of the 

cabinet? another results from the fact that cabinet members may 

not be anxious in many cases to participate fully in decisions; 

and the third stems from the position of the leader and, 

occasionally, of other senior ministers.

1. The cabinet meeting and the curtailment of debate. There is an 

ambiguity about the notion of cabinet government. In part, the 

expression relates to the fact that members of the executive 

belong jointly to an organisation called the cabinet: this 

membership has as much concrete reality as the membership of any 

corporate body, such as an association or a company. But the
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notion of cabinet government also has concrete reality and then 

refers to the idea that the members of the executive meet 

periodically and, during these meetings, take a number of 

decisions. It is this second meaning which needs to be explored 

because the characteristics of the meetings have a direct impact 

on the decision-making process.

If ministers truly are to take decisions in a collegial 

manner, they must all have the opportunity to exchange ideas and 

participate in debates on the questions which are to be decided; 

in practice, this would mean lengthy discussions on all those 

matters: as a matter of fact, this is clearly not the case. While 

decisions may formally be taken collegially, cabinet meetings are 

too infrequent to allow for debates and discussions to be truly 

collegial. Two or three hours a week do not give enough time to 

enable a group of fifteen to twenty ministers to debate seriously 

all the questions on the agenda.

Yet the meeting of the cabinet is in the large majority 

of countries the only occasion which is attended by all ministers 

(the Swedish 'lunches' and the Finnish 'dinners' being apparently 

the only other examples). Discussions and debates on issues to be 

decided by the cabinet will therefore occur in the context either 

of formally constituted smaller groups (in committees, for

instance) or of even smaller informal settings - typically when
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two or three members see each other, one of them being, in many 

cases at least, the prime minister. Thus the arrangements 

characterising the real life of the cabinet suggest that, while 

what might be called 'factional' or sub-group discussions are 

likely to occur frequently, truly 'collegial' discussions are 

relatively infrequent and rarely 'serious' and 'open-ended'. The 

main characteristic of cabinet government is thus to provide 

opportunities for two, three, or perhaps as many as six or seven 

members to discuss thoroughly a problem rather than to provide all 

ministers with a forum for collegial debate. This forum may exist 

as a last resort; but it is not one at which matters which are on 

the agenda are thoroughly discussed as a matter of course.

This state of affairs results in the cabinet as a 

collegial body having two main characteristics. First, it has the 

function of legitimising discussions taken by smaller groups and 

typically merely ratifying them; second, it provides occasional 

opportunities for members to air their discontent about the way a 

particular matter has been handled by a smaller grouping. The 

cabinet is thus, so to speak, a court of appeal which might refer 

back a decision which has been insufficiently prepared or seems to 

affect adversely one or more members. This does mean that there is 

a degree of 'collegiality', but one which is of a negative 

character and is more concerned with stopping a proposal than

allowing an open-ended discussion.
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Overall , therefore, the nature of the timetable of 

cabinet meetings appears to be such (except perhaps in Sweden and 

Finland) that the truly collegial aspects of the life of the 

cabinet are relatively limited. The cabinet meeting may be said to 

be collegial in that it will not allow matters to go through 

without some discussion if someone is profoundly upset; but it is 

scarcely collegial in the positive sense that ministers look 

carefully at matters, even at all the important matters. Whatever 

'agenda' or scope the political parties leave open to the cabinet, 

ministers are not in the a position to use the whole of this 

scope. At best they can use the opportunities which the cabinet as 

a system gives them to develop, in small groups, certain ideas and 

perhaps, in this way, shape the cabinet 'line': but the cabinet as 

a whole will not be the forum in which these ideas will come to 

mature.

2. The involvement of ministers. For the cabinet to be collegial, 

it is not sufficient that there be occasions during which 

ministers are able to discuss issues as a group; there has also to 

be a will on the part of all government members to participate in 

the discussion of these issues. Yet this will may not always be 

present; indeed it is likely to be absent in many circumstances.

The conception of collective or even collegial government

is based on the principle that ministers are enlightened amateurs,
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interested in all the affairs of the State and able to contribute 

in a meaningful manner to the resolution of the problems on which 

a decision has to be taken. Clearly, this.concept ion is no longer 

realistic at present, assuming that it ever was realistic in the 

past: ministers cannot be 'enlightened' with respect to a large 

number of the questions on which they have to decide as cabinet 

members. On the majority of problems, they may have at most broad 

views, perhaps corresponding to an ideology or to a general 

political outlook; but they cannot normally be expected to be 

truly knowledgeable about foreign affairs, defence, the economy, 

education or the social services and thus to participate 

meaningfully in the process of policy-formation relating to these 

issues. If ministers make any contributions at all, these are 

therefore likely either to be very general, vague, and perhaps 

emotional in character or, alternatively, to touch upon minute 

aspects of a problem about which they happen, accidentally, to 

have some information and in which they may be concerned. Overall, 

their contributions are unlikely to form the basis of a true 

collegial decision.

This relatively low involvement of ministers appears to 

be characteristic of all cabinet governments. However, its impact 

can be reduced - and the potential for collective government 

consequently raised - in a number of ways, and principally in five

of them. First,some ministers may be psychologically more
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predisposed than others to become involved in matters going beyond 

their department. Psychological characteristics are difficult to 

explore and they have so far been explored only to an extent; 

however, ministers who are, in the terminology of J.D. Barber, 

mere 'spectators' or in that of B. Headey, 'ambassadors', are 

unlikely to wish to be involved beyond the strict requirements of 

their department. This is not likely to be as true of ministers 

who have different psychological characteristics.

Second, background characteristios are likely to play a 

substantial part. At one extreme, ministers who are technicians 

are less likely to be concerned with issues which do not relate to 

their departments, especially if they have been appointed in order 

to solve a particular problem; this happens less in cabinet-type 

systems than in presidential systems, but it does happen. It 

seems, on the contrary that ministers who have a less specialised 

background - lawyers, teachers, for instance - are more likely to 

be interested and involved in matters going beyond their 

department.

Third, and more generally, some ministers may have broad 

interests and indeed be competent in a number of fields. This may 

be due to their past careers and, in particular, to the fact that 

they have previously occupied a number of ministerial posts as

well as positions of junior ministers in other departments. To an
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extent/ this is an accidental occurrence which relates to the 

specific characteristics of the life of some cabinet ministers; 

but/ to an extent too, this development affects some countries 

more than others: in Britain, Belgium, Italy and to a lesser 

extent France, ministers are relatively 'mobile' in that a 

substantial percentage move from post to post; in the Netherlands, 

Germany and Austria, on the contrary, the percentage of one-post 

ministers is high or very high. It would therefore seem to follow 

that, on this ground, the potential for collective decisions in 

the cabinet is greater in the first group of countries than in the 

second.

Fourth, ministers may also be more competent to discuss 

matters outside their department if they are briefed in advance 

about the implications of matters which are to be debated. By and 

large, in Western Europe, it does not seem that such a briefing is 

very common but, on this point too, there are variations from 

country to country. Where ministers have a substantial personal 

staff at their disposal, they are more likely to be in a position 

to be briefed: in this respect, ministers from France or Belgium 

are potentially better placed than ministers from other countries.

Fifth, when the prevailing norms are for ministers to be 

regarded as 'amateurs' rather than specialists and for this 

tradition to be perpetuated by a general political culture to
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which politicians adhere and which they thereby reinforce, 

collegial involvement is likely to be relatively high; when, on 

the contrary, greater weight is given to. specialists in the 

political culture, collegial involvement is likely to be lower, 

irrespective of the institutional provisions which suggest that 

the cabinet as a whole should participate in decision-making.

The behaviour of ministers is also likely to be affected 

by the belief that they will have a better chance to see their 

proposals adopted by the cabinet if they concentrate on the 

affairs of their department: without empirical evidence, it is not 

possible to state at this stage to what extent ministers operate 

on this basis and to what extent they differ in this respect from 

one cabinet to another. But this attitude seems rather widespread 

and indeed constitutes both a rational and a natural approach to 

the job of minister. On the one hand, ministers are less likely to 

be left alone if they discuss, criticise or even raise points 

about matters which concern other departments. On the other hand, 

even if they are or want to be generalists, ministers are close to 

their departments: they are in their office throughout the whole 

of their working day and are members of the cabinet only 

episodically. It is therefore the department, rather than the 

cabinet which is likely to be their main reference point; it seems 

reasonable to suggest that, for many of them at least, it should

be generally more important to see proposals coming from their
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department pass easily through the cabinet than to achieve victory 

at the expense of other colleagues on a point which does not 

concern them directly.

If this view is correct, it follows that debate will 

arise in the cabinet, not so much because ministers, so to speak 

gratuitously, attack the proposals of colleagues, but because they 

want to defend departmental interests which are felt to be 

undermined by suggestions coming from other departments. This is 

when, as we pointed out earlier, the cabinet-becomes an appeal 

body and the collective action which is taken, however genuinely, 

is more in the form of a veto than in that of a positive result. 

Indeed, these interdepartmental conflicts are likely to be 

referred to the ministers concerned in order to find a compromise; 

the solution will not normally be found by the cabinet, but by 

means of bilateral discussions between the relevant ministers with 

the help of a senior member of the government and perhaps of the 

prime minister. Only if these discussions fail will the matter 

return to the cabinet and become an occasion for truly collective 

decision by the government.

The examination of the likely behaviour of ministers does 

therefore suggest that the scope for really collective decisions 

is restricted to the special case of an interdepartmental problem

affecting the interests of two or a few ministers on which the
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cabinet as a whole has to debate and take a stand because the 

tension between the persons concerned has reached very high 

levels. At this point, the protagonists are likely to endeavour to 

enlist the support of other ministers; yet, even then, some of the 

ministers may be reluctant to be drawn too actively into an affair 

which does not concern them. Thus the collective character of 

cabinet decisions taken on interdepartmental disputes results more 

from the need to resolve the conflict existing among some 

ministers and perhaps from the 'mobilisation' efforts made by 

those who are directly concerned than from a genuine desire on the 

part of all members of the cabinet to be fully involved in the 

substance of the matter.

Thus the principle of the 'enlightened amateur' which 

theoretically characterises cabinet government is markedly 

undermined by what seems to be - at least prima facie - the 

widespread behavioural fact that the ministers themselves are 

unlikely to be willing to be involved in collective decision

making in more than a few occasions. This tendency is reinforced 

by the complex character of many of the decisions which have to be 

taken as well as, though clearly more in some countries than in 

others, by the view that ministers should be specialists or, if 

they are not, that they should listen to the specialists in the 

departments which they lead. Collective decision-making only

exists in a group if the members of thsat group wish to take
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decisions collectively: there is considerable likelihood that such 

a willingness is exceptional in cabinet government and that it 

occurs primarily where it is forced on cabinet ministers by the 

actions of others or by circumstances.

3. The role of the prime minister. Collective • decision-making is 

thus markedly restricted, in cabinet government, by the role of 

parties, by the characteristics of the meetings and by the 

relative passivity of many members; it is also restricted, as has 

been suggested at length by many observers, by the actions of the 

prime minister; but the ways in which the prime minister affects 

collective decision-making in the cabinet are neither simple nor 

straightforward.

Let us start by considering what the objectives of prime 

ministers can be expected to be with respect to cabinet decisions. 

They would appear to be two-fold. On the one hand, prime ministers 

will want to ensure that the life of the cabinet proceeds as 

smoothly and as unproblematically as possible; this goal is likely 

to be universal: no prime minister will wish to see conflict being 

generated in the cabinet if he or she can avoid it. As conflict is 

likely to arise where decision-making is truly collective, it 

follows that, as far as possible, prime ministers will try to 

reduce collective decision-making in order to reduce conflict.

However, on the other hand, at least many and probably most prime
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ministers want to press for and implement some policies: the 

extent to which they will wish to be active in this way will vary, 

admittedly, depending on personality and circumstances. They may 

be more or less confronted with problems which have to be 

resolved; they may be more or less motivated by the ideological or 

programmatic desire to 'make a mark' on their society; of course, 

they may also be more or less able to press for policies as a 

result of the 'autonomy' in which they find themselves vis-a-vis, 

for instance, the party or parties in power.

These two goals - a peaceful cabinet life and the desire 

to put forward policies - correspond to two different roles of 

prime ministers, those of arbitrator and of activist. They are 

complementary to an extent, in that the prime minister will wish 

to be an arbitrator with respect to matters in which he or she is 

not primarily interested and an activist with respect to those in 

which he or she is really concerned; the more the prime minister 

can smoothe problems arising among ministers (as an arbitrator), 

the more he or she can have time and opportunity to be an 

activist. But these two goals are also obviously distinct, the 

first being procedural (a smooth cabinet decision process), the 

second being substantive (certain policies to be put forward); 

they also differ in that, while every prime minister has to be an 

arbitrator, prime minister can choose, to a degree at least, to be

more or less activist.
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These two goals or roles have different consequences from 

the point of view of collective decis'on-making and conflict within 

the cabinet. The arbitrating role of prime ministers leads to a 

reduction of conflict, generally by way of a reduction of 'true' 

collective decision-making in the cabinet. An activist posture, on 

the other hand, will at least often result in tensions being 

generated within the cabinet. Indeed, 'activist' prime ministers 

are also likely to find themselves in difficulty with the party in 

power or the parties of the coalition, since these prime ministers 

may be contemplating policies whch do not coincide entirely with 

the governmental programme. It can at least be postulated that 

activism on the prime minister's part is likely to become sooner 

or later contentious within the cabinet.

This means that the actions of the prime minister with 

respect to 'achievements' may well have the effect, in the first 

instance at least, to increase rather than decrease the potential 

for collective decision-making in the cabinet. Hence two 

contradictory tendencies: on the one hand, to the extent that the 

prime minister tries to prevent interdepartmental conflict from 

occurring, he or she endeavours to reduce tension and limits the 

collective involvement of ministers? but to the extent that the 

prime minister is active (or, which amounts to the same thing, to 

the extent that the prime minister supports strongly a minister 

who wishes to push through a rather contentious policy), he or she
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does on the contrary increase tension within the cabinet. Thus it 

is wrong to suggest that prime ministers only reduce collective 

decision-making within the government; the matter, is more complex. 

To the extent that the prime minister is an arbitrator, he or she 

does indeed decrease - or will attempt to decrease - the potential 

for collective cabinet decisions; but to the extent that the prime 

minister is an activist, he or she will, on the contrary, in the 

first instance at least, increase tension and therefore the 

potential for collective decision-making.

Admittedly, the prime minister cannot afford to allow 

tension within the cabinet to increase markedly for too long, as 

the government might collapse or his or her own position as leader 

could be at stake. This is particularly true if the cabinet is 

markedly dependent on parties, especially when there is a 

coalition; but this is true also in more 'autonomous' cabinets, 

since the prime minister may well be 'deposed', a development 

which has occurred for instance in the British Conservative party, 

although it is fairly rare. The prime minister has thus at some 

point to find means of reducing tension, even if he or she is the 

original cause of that tension.

It is true that the prime minister does not need to 

increase tension as he or she does not need to be an activist

(although in some cases circumstances may make it impossible for
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the prime minister to be or remain only an arbitrator). But the 

prime minister who is least likely to increase tension - and thus 

least likely to involve the cabinet in 'true' collective decision

making - is the one who is the least active, while prime ministers 

who are very active - and who are typically accused of being 

dictatorial or 'heavy-handed' - are precisely those who create 

situations in which the potential for cabinet collective decision

making is the largest, although these prime ministers need then to 

use great strength (hence the accusation of heavy-handiness) in 

order to obtain the cabinet's agreement to the proposals which 

they have put forward. These prime ministers are, in a way, 

apprentice sorcerers, who by their activism unleash the demand for 

collective debate and subsequently have to stop it.

The effect of prime ministerial action on cabinet 

collective decision-making is thus more complex than is usually 

suggested. It can be assessed by starting from the distinction 

between issues raised by ministers and issues raised by the prime 

minister (or endorsed by the prime minister supporting one or a 

number of ministers). This distinction is somewhat oversimplified, 

but none the less basically realistic, at least if it is viewed as 

a contrast between two poles. With respect to issues raised by 

ministers, the prime minister's role is to try and reduce 

conflict, often by attempting to ensure that the issue does not 

even come to the cabinet meeting and is decided behind the scenes.
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To achieve this result, the prime minister may enlist the help of 

senior ministers; this may be done informally, for instance if an 

ad hoc meeting takes place in order to find a . compromise, or 

formally if senior ministers who are heads of committees are asked 

to discover the solution of an interdepartmental conflict. Such 

developments mean, of course, that the role of the cabinet as a 

forum is reduced: in effect, the action of the prime minister 

results in the cabinet consciously or unconsciously delegating to 

its head the function of finding compromise solutions about 

matters which might otherwise have been discussed by all the 

ministers.

Thus, with respect to potential interdepartmental 

conflicts, the successful prime minister is the one who manages to 

ensure that those conflicts do not surface or are quickly stopped: 

it could therefore be argued, conversely, that the emergence of 

interdepartmental conflicts in the cabinet meeting is evidence of 

failure on the part of the prime minister, because he or she 

either did not succeed or even did not attempt to engineer a 

compromise between the protagonists. A further consequence 

follows: the discovery of interdepartmental conflicts in a given 

cabinet may therefore not necessarily indicate that the substance 

is truly serious or that the cabinet is truly collegial, but 

merely that the prime minister has been inadequate. It does remain

important of course, to monitor these conflicts: but the
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interpretation to be given to their emergence becomes markedly 

different.

On the other hand, with respect to issues raised (or 

endorsed) by the prime minister, the success of the head of the 

government is not ipso facto measured by the avoidance of 

conflict. Quite the contrary; the prime minister who presses for 

no policy raises no conflict but his or her achievement will also 

be very small. The success of the prime minister in achieving 

results on issues which he or she has raised has thus to be 

measured by the ability of the head of the government to 

decrease the tension which the policy originally provoked. Having 

increased the potential for collective decision-making by raising 

a policy matter, the prime minister has then to use the resources 

at his or her disposal to push that policy through. These 

resources are both personal and institutional and include the 

energy and imagination of the prime minister, his or her skill in 

manipulating colleagues, both behind the scenes and in cabinet 

meeting. As in the case of individual ministers, however, there 

are still no means of assessing with precision these prime 

ministerial qualities, although attempts made by some political 

scientists to classify leaders into a number of types are 

beginning to throw some light in this respect. The position of the 

prime minister in party and country is also an important resource, 

especially at election time. Someone who is widely recognised as a
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'charismatic' leader can be expected to be able to push through 

the cabinet, probably without much debate, major policy 

developments, although there are limits to this power and 

conditions may change, sometimes rapidly, during the life time of 

the cabinet.

Yet an easy way for a prime minister to avoid these 

problems is not to raise issues and be relatively inactive. It is 

true that a prime minister cannot avoid being an arbitrator and 

that the number of cases of interdepartmental conflict which will 

be raised does not depend on him or her; but it is also true that 

such an arbitrating prime minister wholly devotes his or her 

efforts to reducing or avoiding conflict, while this cannot be the 

case for an activist leader. Thus only a very strong, highly 

charismatic, and indeed dominating prime minister both can be

truly active and avoid conflict, while the prime minister who is a

pure arbitrator can and will avoid conflict at a much lower

cost. Between these two extremes, moderately active prime

ministers will be confronted , occasionally at least, with

relatively high levels of conflict arising from situations which 

they themselves provoked. While it must be true that all prime 

ministers want to overcome conflicts, there is therefore a great 

gap between those whose sole aim is to ensure that conflicts do 

not arise and those who have ultimately to extinguish the fire

which they have contributed to set alight.

©
 T

he
 A

ut
ho

r(s
). 

Eu
ro

pe
an

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 In

st
itu

te
. 

D
ig

iti
se

d 
ve

rs
io

n 
pr

od
uc

ed
 b

y 
th

e 
EU

I L
ib

ra
ry

 in
 2

02
0.

 A
va

ila
bl

e 
O

pe
n 

Ac
ce

ss
 o

n 
C

ad
m

us
, E

ur
op

ea
n 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 In

st
itu

te
 R

es
ea

rc
h 

R
ep

os
ito

ry
.



IV Towards a typology of collective decision-making and conflict 

in cabinet government

It is manifestly premature to expect to be able to 

develop a tightly-knit typology on the basis of the variables 

which contribute to the increase or decrease of collective 

decision-making and conflict in contemporary cabinet government. 

For, in order to handle the matter in a comprehensive manner, we 

would need to consider the simultaneous effect of these variables 

on different cabinets. There are, as we saw, five such variables 

and, even if we were to assume that the constraint of the cabinet 

meeting operates in the same manner on all cabinets, we are still 

left with four very complex variables, namely the effect of party, 

the extent to which ministers are anxious to participate, the 

ability of the prime minister to arbitrate and the degree to which 

the prime minister is an activist. It is unrealistic at this point 

to expect to analyse fully the complex interplay between these 

variables: what has therefore to be undertaken is a drastic 

simplification.

Such a simplification can be obtained by considering 

three general questions with respect to the cabinet. The first 

question relates to party dominance and considers the extent to 

which issues are brought up and decided on by the government: at
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one extreme, there are cabinets which are so dependent on parties 

that they cannot in practice raise any issue at all; at the other, 

there are cabinets in which there is at least substantial leeway. 

The second question is concerned both with the degree of 

participation of ministers and the 'arbitrating' capability of the 

prime minister; it relates to the extent to which 

interdepartmental issues are raised by individual ministers and, 

if so, whether the prime minister can solve them (as a good 

arbitrator) or not (a bad arbitrator). The third question is 

mostly concerned with the actions originating from the prime 

minister and their consequences; it relates to the extent to which 

issues are raised by the leader and to the level (high policy, 

intermediate policy) at which these questions are raised; and it 

raises the matter of the ability of the prime minister to control 

the debate which arises from the issues which he or she has 

put forward.

The first distinction leads to the division between 

autonomous and dependent cabinets. At the limit a wholly dependent 

cabinet could become a purely formal cabinet. This is a government 

which has no autonomy at all, in which the prime minister is a 

pure arbitrator and the ministers are exclusively devoted to the 

affairs of their own department. In this type of cabinet, there is 

no room for collective decision-making at all; and there is never 

any conflict, at any rate within the cabinet as such: potential
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conflicts on 'high policy' are always referred to the party 

executive while potential conflicts of an interdepartmental type 

(which are rare, since ministers are exclusively concerned with 

their own departments) are solved by the prime minister behind the 

scenes or in the context of a committee. Thus the first type of 

cabinet, the least conflictual, arises in a situation in which 

there is a combination of great party strength putting pressure on 

the cabinet (normally a coalition in which all aspects of 

governmental life have been worked out in detail in advance), of a 

prime minister merely concerned with playing an arbitrator's role 

- but playing it successfully -, and of ministers who are highly 

specialised and technical in background and outlook.

The other two questions which we raised earlier help to 

identify four other types of cabinets, at least as 'ideal-types'. 

Two of these types can be labelled administrative cabinets, but 

they differ from each other by the amount of collective decision

making which takes place in the cabinet on what we called 

'derivative' questions. In the first case, ministers are anxious 

to participate, but they are faced by a prime minister who is a 

good 'arbitrator'. Discussions do occur occasionally at the 

meeting, but the matters are normally referred to committees, or 

even decided on by the prime minister. Such cabinets are 

essentially consensual. In the second case, ministers are faced by

much weaker prime ministers who are unwilling or unable to find
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solutions to the interdepartmental conflicts which occur. The 

opportunities for collective decision-making and for conflict are 

more numerous and such cabinets in effect take over part of the 

role which the prime minister has in the previous type: it seems 

therefore permissible to define these as arbitrating cabinets. It 

would seem that such cabinets are likely to be unstable, as the 

prime minister will be rapidly seen to be unable to fulfil one of 

the main tasks of leadership.

The third question raises the matter of the involvement - 

of cabinets in policy-making, if not perhaps ever at the highest 

possible level, at least at an intermediate level. By and large, 

this type of cabinet will tend to exist only if the prime minister 

is an activist, although there are substantial differences 

depending on whether ministers are anxious to participate and 

whether the prime minister has enough political power to exercise 

domination on the cabinet. If the prime minister is relatively 

weak and the ministers are anxious to participate, this policy

making cabinet is likely to be involved in collective decision

making and to display a considerable amount of tension. This is 

therefore the case of the pure collective government, one which is 

unlikely to be stable, however: the example of the French Fourth

Republic is perhaps the one which comes closest to this model.

©
 T

he
 A

ut
ho

r(s
). 

Eu
ro

pe
an

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 In

st
itu

te
. 

D
ig

iti
se

d 
ve

rs
io

n 
pr

od
uc

ed
 b

y 
th

e 
EU

I L
ib

ra
ry

 in
 2

02
0.

 A
va

ila
bl

e 
O

pe
n 

Ac
ce

ss
 o

n 
C

ad
m

us
, E

ur
op

ea
n 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 In

st
itu

te
 R

es
ea

rc
h 

R
ep

os
ito

ry
.



-46-

Finally, the prime ministerial cabinet is that in which 

an activist and dominant prime minister wishes to raise policies 

and sees them adopted by the cabinet. As the cabinet has to. be 

relatively autonomous for such a situation to occur, this type of 

cabinet is probably more frequent in single-party governments, 

although it can also exist in coalition governments if the parties 

are unwilling to take a decision on a contentious issue and the 

prime minister has enough strength in the country to play a truly 

dominant part. Such cabinets are likely to be relatively 

conflictual but, ultimately, the amount of collective decision

making is relatively limited, since the prime minister is expected 

to put considerable pressure on members of the government. While 

such a cabinet probably occurs relatively frequently in single

party situations, the power of the prime minister is likely to be 

eroded over time and a decline in prime ministerial strength is to 

be expected.

A preliminary analysis thus suggests that cabinets should 

at least be divided into five main types, though these will not be 

found equally frequently in the real world. The formal type is 

likely to be relatively common among certain types of coalitions, 

while the prime ministerial model is most frequent in single-party 

governments: neither is characterised by much collective decision

making. The administrative consensual type resembles fairly

closely the formal type, though it results to a greater extent
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frora the efforts of the prime minister, usually behind the scenes, 

to prevent conflict from emerging in the cabinet. Both the 

arbitrating and the collective policy-making types offer greater 

opportunities for ministers to participate - in part because, in 

both cases, the ministers themselves are anxious to be involved in 

the decisions. Neither type appears to be truly stable and both 

are probably relatively rare for that reason, though the 

arbitrating type, being at a lower level of 'derivative' policy

making, is likely to be more frequent.

Overall, collective decision-making in cabinet is thus 

likely to be relatively limited and to occur sporadically, at the 

interstices of what might be called 'normal' decision-making, 

which is likely to be consensual and even formal. Many different 

forces operate in order to reduce collective decision-making, both 

because many decisions are taken elsewhere and because collective 

decisions are associated with conflict: it is 'bad' for the 

cabinet to appear conflictual, at least frequently. As there is 

such a propensity for cabinet to avoid or reduce collective 

decision-making, the principles of cabinet government are bound to 

be more often flouted than applied: this seems to be necessary if 

cabinet government is to be stable and to appear efficient.

++++++
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Cabinet government is formally collective; in practice, 

it seems that it is at most potentially collective in a relatively 

limited number of fields and in a relatively small number of 

occasions. Its collective character is constrained by the 

'tutelage' which parties exercise on it and it is reduced by the 

general conditions under which it operates as well as by the 

desires of probably a large part, indeed perhaps the majority of 

its members. In most cases, the cabinet is usually only exercising 

a kind of moral authority, giving its blessing to decisions which 

are taken in its name but which would not be acceptable if they 

were done only by the prime minister and few ministers. In a 

number of cases, the cabinet may have a kind of veto power, as it 

prevents encroachments which one department may exercise on 

another, at least if vigilance has not been exercised fully by the 

prime minister. Only in a few cases does the cabinet operate on 

what might be regarded as a true form of collective decision

making and these cases concern normally, not the major decisions 

affecting the country, but some of the intermediate problems which 

parties have not been willing or able to decide upon in their 

programmes or during the négociations which they conducted at the 

time the government was formed.

Such a state of affairs is probably the most which could 

be expected in terms of collective decision-making, since,

otherwise, cabinet government would clearly be very inefficient
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indeed would be unable to conduct the affairs of the nation for 

any length of time. But, as collective decision-making remains the 

foundation and in many respects the raison d'etre, of cabinet 

government, the matter cannot be left at this point without 

further investigation. What must first be examined is the extent 

to which, in the real world, collective decision-making relates to 

those intermediate issues or, on the contrary, takes place on 

other matters, including, in particular, interdepartmental matters 

which might perhaps be better solved otherwise. One must also find 

out to what extent these collective decisions give rise to 

conflicts and whether the outcome is, in many cases, a major 

upheaval and perhaps coincides with the end of the cabinet or with 

major reshuffles. One must find out, moreover, to what extent 

cabinets are characterised by attempts to raise questions of this 

type in a collective manner or whether, on the contrary, a 

prevailing tendency consists in trying to avoid problems and let 

the cabinet act essentially in a formal manner. When such an 

analysis is undertaken successfully, one will truly be close to an

understanding of the characteristics of cabinet government.
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