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Abstract

How do cabinet reshuffles affect the parliamentary opposition’s use of no-confidence
motions in the government? Opposition parties employ no-confidence motions as elect-
oral signals to highlight government incompetence and to position themselves as a gov-
ernment in waiting. We argue that cabinet reshuffles — which prime ministers use to
respond to policy failures, scandals, poor ministerial performance and disloyalty — present
an opportunity for the opposition to deploy no-confidence motions to this end.
The incentives to deploy this strategy, however, are contingent on the nature of the
party system and are greatest where party-system concentration positions a single oppos-
ition party as the alternative to the government and sole beneficiary of a no-confidence
vote. We test this expectation using a multilevel modelling approach applied to data on
reshuffles in 316 governments and 16 parliamentary democracies, and find support for
our expectation: cabinet reshuffles raise the probability of no-confidence motions
conditional on party-system concentration.

Keywords: cabinet reshuffles; no-confidence motions; parliamentary democracy; party-system
fragmentation

Premiers frequently reshuffle their cabinets to set new priorities, imprint their
authority on the ministerial team, address scandals, misconduct and incompetence,
deflect blame and signal their goals to voters. These cabinet reshuffles are signifi-
cant political events and have been extensively studied (for recent reviews of the
field see Bick and Carroll 2020; Indridason and Kam 2020). Existing work suggests
that they have important consequences for relationships within the executive (e.g.
Indridason and Kam 2008; King and Allen 2010). Much less is known about the effect
of cabinet reshuffles in the parliamentary arena on opposition party behaviour.

In this article, we examine the impact of reshuffles on the relationship between
the government and the legislature. In particular, we are interested in the impact of
cabinet reshuffles on a parliament’s use of no-confidence motions - that is, motions
which, if passed, remove the government from office. We focus on no-confidence
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motions (NCMs) because they are fundamental to the executive’s responsibility to
the legislature in parliamentary democracies, which makes them a defining feature
of parliamentary government (Laver 2006). When a government is reshuffled, the
ministerial team changes, and so does control of cabinet portfolios. Most often
reshuffles are responses to policy and ministerial failures. This presents a strategic
opportunity for the opposition to move a no-confidence motion. However, the
effect of reshuffles on legislators’ use of no-confidence motions remains poorly
understood, in part because the two literatures relevant to this question have not,
to date, intersected.

Work on cabinet reshuffles regards a prime minister’s (PM’s) choice to
alter their ministerial team as a response to two types of problems within the
executive — agency problems by which ministers drift from the premier’s preferred
course of action (i.e. moral hazard) or show themselves less competent than initially
assumed (i.e. adverse selection) (Huber and Martinez-Gallardo 2008; Indridason
and Kam 2008). In addition, this literature notes that reshuffles may themselves
generate problems within the executive by reducing the government’s political
control of bureaucrats (e.g. Huber 1998; Suleiman 1974) and enhancing the PM’s
personal authority over the cabinet relative to the governing party or parties
(e.g. Allen and Ward 2009). In all these ways, reshuffles expose problems and
tensions within the government.

The literature on no-confidence motions has not, to date, intersected with the
work on government reshuffles. Traditionally, classical formal models of
parliamentary government have regarded (no-)confidence motions as the central
mechanism by which a parliamentary majority controls its government (Baron
1991). However, recent work notes that no-confidence motions are in practice
most often initiated by opposition parties (rather than the governing majority)
and employed as electoral signalling mechanisms to publicize the government’s
failings, rather than as a means to remove the government (Somer-Topcu and
Williams 2014; Williams 2011, 2016).

We merge these two literatures and argue that cabinet reshuffles present strategic
opportunities for the parliamentary opposition to call the electorate’s attention to
faltering government performance and difficulties by initiating a no-confidence
motion. Reshuffles may expose cabinet instability, disunity, incompetence and
scandal. No-confidence motions are an electorally effective signalling mechanism
for the opposition to dramatize the government’s failings in a high-profile event
that focuses voters’ attention (Williams 2011). We also propose that the electoral
payoffs from this strategy are conditioned by the parliamentary party system
because the use of no-confidence motions for electoral signalling and to present
the opposition as a government in waiting is not equally effective in all parliamen-
tary contexts. It can be expected to be most effective when one opposition party is
the main alternative to the government (i.e. a government in waiting) and therefore
the key beneficiary of the manoeuvre, as is typically the case in a two-party system
(Williams 2011). It is significantly less effective as an electoral signalling device
when a fragmented party system casts uncertainty over the status of any one oppos-
ition party as a member of an alternative government.

To evaluate this argument empirically, we employ a multilevel modelling
approach using data on reshuffles and no-confidence motions in 316 governments
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and 16 parliamentary democracies over a 40-year period. Our results lend support
to the expectation that cabinet reshuffles raise the probability of no-confidence
motions conditional on party-system concentration. This ‘government-in-waiting’
finding sheds a first light on the conditions under which opposition parties are
most likely to exploit the difficulties that cause cabinet reshuffles for political
advantage.

Cabinet reshuffles, government performance and no-confidence motions

Cabinet reshuffles are changes of ministerial personnel or responsibilities ( portfo-
lios) that a prime minister makes during the lifetime of a cabinet - that is, between
parliamentary elections, while the prime minister and party composition of the
cabinet remain unchanged (Budge 1985). This definition underscores that reshuf-
fles are conceptually distinct from changes of the full government, which are, by
definition, decisions made by parliamentary parties, and from more idiosyncratic
changes of individual ministers, which more often occur for non-political reasons
such as illness. Cabinet reshuffles are therefore best understood as politically moti-
vated changes to the government team, made by the prime minister as a measure to
address concerns about ministerial or policy performance. The literature on gov-
ernment reshuffles describes the political relationship between premiers and their
teams, and the motivations for reshuftles, as follows.

A prime minister, as leader of the cabinet, typically delegates primary responsi-
bility for policymaking in specific areas to individual ministers (Strem 2000). This
gives ministers considerable policy influence in their own jurisdiction (Alexiadou
2015, 2016; Béck et al. 2022). As a result, potential agency problems may beset
the relationship between prime ministers and their ministerial teams, including
adverse selection and moral hazard (see Lupia 2003). Adverse selection arises
from uncertainty about ministers’ incentives and ability to execute party policy,
which may result in the appointment of unsuitable ministers. Moral hazard
stems from information asymmetries that may allow ministers to diverge from
the wishes of their party, either through incompetence or because their political
preferences are not well aligned with those of their party.

Extant work shows that premiers respond to these agency problems by reshuf-
fling their ministerial team. Indridi Indridason and Christopher Kam (2008), for
instance, demonstrate that premiers reshuffle their cabinet to limit moral hazard
that arises when ministers support self-interested, departmental budget-
maximization strategies to advance their own career as opposed to government pol-
icy. Premiers also use reshuffles to remedy adverse selection; that is, to choose
‘good’ ministers and remove ‘bad’ ones who are insufficiently skilled or ideologic-
ally incompatible (Huber and Martinez-Gallardo 2008). For example, PMs employ
resignation calls to distinguish between high- and low-performing ministers and
decide which ministers to retain or dismiss (Berlinski et al. 2010). Other studies
also suggest that changes to the ministerial team can be responses to wider political
tensions within the governing party or attempts to ward off electoral punishment.
Kam et al. (2010), for instance, show that British ministerial appointments reflect
the collective policy preferences of party backbenchers rather than those of party
leaders. There is also evidence that reshuffles are attempts to deflect electoral
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punishment of the governing party, by pinning the blame for incompetence or
scandals on individual ministers (Dewan and Dowding 2005). From this perspec-
tive, cabinet reshuffles are high-profile, politically motivated events that expose fal-
tering government performance, tensions and agency problems in the relationship
between the PM and ministers.

Other work shows that cabinet reshuffles can additionally generate political ten-
sions and difficulties within the government. In reshuffling their cabinet, PMs often
prioritize their personal interest, rather than the governing majority’s (see e.g. Allen
and Ward 2009; Béck et al. 2012; Budge 1985; Fleming 2021; Hansen et al. 2013;
Indridason and Kam 2008). For example, Kam and Indridason (2005: 329) suggest
that prime ministers are more likely to conduct reshuftles when they themselves feel
vulnerable to ‘internal challenges and electoral defeat’. PMs also use reshuffles to
imprint their personal authority on the cabinet when they promote ministers
who are personally loyal to the PM rather than competent or representative of
key factions within the governing majority (Rose 1971: 398). Moreover, agency pro-
blems may become more pronounced when PMs reshuffle their cabinets.
Dismissing, replacing and rotating ministers may deplete the government’s talent
pool (Dewan and Myatt 2010) and squander the informational benefits of pro-
longed ministerial tenure, thereby reducing the government’s administrative cap-
acity to control departments (e.g. Huber 1998; Huber and Lupia 2001; Suleiman
1974). For these reasons, reshuffles may not only signal performance problems
of the government, they may also create new difficulties for the executive.'

We merge this literature on government reshuftles with work on legislative con-
fidence in the executive and argue that reshuffles provide an opportunity for the
opposition to move a no-confidence motion. Classical formal models of parliamen-
tary democracy regard government dependence on parliamentary confidence as the
central mechanism of legislative control over the executive (Baron 1991;
Huber 1996). A more recent strand of this literature examines no-confidence
motions specifically and notes that these are not usually employed by the
governing majority, but by the parliamentary opposition (Somer-Topcu and
Williams 2014; Williams 2011, 2016). No-confidence motions are parliamentary
motions which - if passed — remove the incumbent government from office (see
Lento and Hazan 2022).” But one striking observation of recent work is that
most of these motions are unsuccessful. That is, they are moved and put to a
vote on the floor of parliament, typically arresting all other parliamentary business
while they are under consideration, but do not usually win parliamentary support.
Their central purpose, therefore, is not to remove the government, but rather to
influence ‘the electorate’s perception of the opposition party’s ability to govern rela-
tive to the current government’ (Williams 2011: 1480). According to this analysis,
the primary objective of no-confidence motions is to publicize government failings
and raise the opposition’s visibility to the electorate.

From this perspective, the problems that trigger reshuffles, along with the diffi-
culties that reshuffles themselves cause, constitute an opportunity for the oppos-
ition to dramatize the government’s difficulties and failures. They may present
evidence of instability, incompetence and scandal within government, of a prime
minister more focused on internal party politics than the conduct of the nation’s
business, and of divisions within the government, particularly if they prompt
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dissent from those who were sacked, demoted or denied promotion (see Benedetto
and Hix 2007). A no-confidence motion is a procedural mechanism for the oppos-
ition to turn these problems into a moment of political high drama, highlight the
government’s woes to the electorate and depict itself as a more competent alterna-
tive to the government.

Anecdotally, there is evidence of this dynamic by which the opposition employs
confidence motions for electoral signalling and to present itself as a government in
waiting. For instance, in July 1962, British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan car-
ried out a sweeping reshuftle of his cabinet, which was subsequently nicknamed the
‘Night of the Long Knives’ (see King and Allen 2010). The Labour opposition
responded by initiating a no-confidence motion. Introducing the motion, Labour
leader Hugh Gaitskell described the reshuffle as ‘the most convincing confession
of failure which could have been offered by the Government, and the most com-
plete vindication of the charges and criticisms put forward by the Opposition’
(cited in Macmillan 1973: 102). He went on to depict the reshuffle as the ‘act of
a desperate man in a desperate situation ... the steady, remorseless and steep
decline of the Conservative Party’s fortunes in by-election after by-election’
(Macmillan 1973: 103). Although the motion was comfortably defeated
(Macmillan 1973: 108), it was an effective instance of electoral signalling that
enabled the opposition to highlight and publicize the government’s problems,
and position itself as the alternative.

Moreover, we propose that the extent to which opposition parties can benefit
from electoral signalling through no-confidence motions is dependent on the pol-
itical context, and specifically the parliamentary party system. According to the lit-
erature on no-confidence motions, the benefits from employing this mechanism for
electoral signalling purposes are larger when a single, main opposition party is
clearly identified as the government in waiting — that is, when the number of effect-
ive parliamentary parties is small (Williams 2011: 1494-1495). Principal opposition
parties in such settings are more likely to be seen - and to present themselves - as a
clear governing alternative. This increases the probability that highlighting the gov-
ernment’s failings will have a positive impact on voters’ assessments of the opposi-
tion’s electability. As Laron Williams (2011: 1495) notes, ‘[tlhough opposition
parties in these states experience very little immediate success [at passing
no-confidence motions], their presence as the primary governing alternative
means that they gain a long-term electoral benefit from challenging the govern-
ment’. By contrast, opposition parties in more complex party systems are less
able to present themselves in this manner. Proposing no-confidence motions
may allow these parties to damage the government’s reputation but does not enable
them to position themselves as the natural beneficiaries of this manoeuvre
(Williams 2011: 1495). No-confidence motions are therefore significantly less
effective as an electoral signalling device when a fragmented party system casts
uncertainty over the status of any one opposition party as a member of an alterna-
tive to the government. We apply this general argument about the electoral signal-
ling value of no-confidence motions to the response to cabinet reshuffles by
opposition parties, which can and cannot present themselves as governments in
waiting. This yields the following hypothesis:
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Government-in-waiting hypothesis: Cabinet reshuffles raise the probability of a
no-confidence motion under conditions of high party-system concentration, but
not otherwise.

Data and variables

We test our hypothesis with data on cabinet reshuffles and no-confidence motions
in 16 parliamentary democracies over a 40-year period (from the 1960s, or democ-
ratization, to the end of the 1990s).? Specifically, we merge data from prior studies
of ministerial turnover (Huber and Martinez-Gallardo 2008) and no-confidence
motions (Williams 2016). The countries and time periods covered by our data
are listed in Table 1 below. Jointly, our data display significant variation in the fre-
quency of cabinet reshuffles and no-confidence motions over time, as well as the
moderating variable of interest, party-system concentration.

Our dataset takes the form of monthly observations for each country. The
dependent variable (no-confidence motion) is an indicator that records whether a
no-confidence motion was proposed during that month (1, otherwise 0; descriptive
statistics for all variables and information on data sources are available in the
Online Appendix). We define a reshuffle as a change in ministerial personnel or
responsibilities that affects at least two officeholders and portfolios within a one-
month temporal window (see Indridason and Kam 2008: 642).* We lag this indi-
cator to ensure that we capture reshuffles that precede no-confidence motions,

Table 1 Frequencies of Reshuffles and NCMs

Country Begin End Reshuffles NCMs
Australia 1954 1999 16 24
Austria 1959 1999 8 5
Belgium 1961 1999 7 2
Canada 1962 1999 20 8
Denmark 1960 1999 10 4
Finland 1961 1999 13 22
France 1958 1999 14 18
Germany 1961 1999 9 4
Iceland 1959 1999 7 1
Ireland 1961 1999 11 15
Italy 1963 1999 8 12
Netherlands 1959 1999 3 0
New Zealand 1960 1999 4 3
Portugal 1975 1999 9 5
Spain 1977 1999 9 3
UK 1959 1999 23 14
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and to avoid the assumption that their effect is instantaneous. Specifically, our inde-
pendent variable reshuffle indicates whether a reshuffle occurred during the preced-
ing two months (1, otherwise 0). We calculate reshuftles based on John Huber and
Cecilia Martinez-Gallardo’s (2008) data on changes of individual ministers, after
excluding all caretaker governments and changes of prime minister. To distinguish
between reshuffles and government change, we also exclude ministerial changes
that occur as part of a change of government.

Table 1 provides an overview of our data and reports the frequencies of reshuf-
fles and no-confidence motions for each country over the time period covered by
the data. At the country level, two groups of cases stand out: those that feature
high numbers of reshuffles and no-confidence motions (Australia, Canada,
Finland, France, Ireland, Italy and the UK), and those in which reshuffles and
no-confidence motions are rare (Belgium, Iceland, the Netherlands and New
Zealand).

According to our government-in-waiting hypothesis, we expect the effect of
reshuffles on no-confidence motions to be moderated by party-system concentra-
tion and employ two alternative operationalizations of this concept. The first is a
measure of the effective number of legislative parties (ENP) (Laakso and
Taagepera 1979). The second is an indicator of single-party government (1, other-
wise 0). Both variables capture the same underlying theoretical construct: the prob-
ability that any particular opposition party is seen as part of a clear governing
alternative. We estimate alternative models using each measure of party-system
concentration along with its interaction with cabinet reshuffles, to capture the mod-
erating effect. Note that ENP measures party-system fragmentation, with larger
values representing a less concentrated party system. We thus expect the interaction
of reshuffles with ENP to be negatively signed, and that with single-party govern-
ment to be positively signed.

Our analysis controls for other factors that have been shown by previous work
to affect the frequency of no-confidence motions. Specifically, Williams (2016:
537-538) suggests that the probability of no-confidence motions increases during
periods of minority government, due to the government’s reduced parliamentary
support, and with the number of previous NCMs, which proxy for the extent of
formal and informal barriers to such proposals. Conversely, the probability of a
no-confidence motion has been shown to decline when the government has been
in office for longer (government tenure), which reflects the fact that the opposition
frequently uses NCMs to test the viability of newly installed governments (Williams
2016: 538). Finally, no-confidence motions are less likely under conditions of good
economic performance (GDP growth). Annual GDP growth proxies for government
performance and popularity, which reduces the scope for the opposition to draw
electoral benefit from moving a no-confidence vote.

Since our dependent variable is an indicator recording the occurrence (or other-
wise) of a no-confidence motion in a given country-month, we analyse these data
using a logistic regression model. Our data has a multilevel structure: monthly
observations are nested within governments, which are themselves nested within
countries. To model this data structure appropriately, we employ mixed-effects
models that include random effects (1) at the level of countries and (2) at the
level of both governments and countries.
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Results

Table 2 presents the results of the logistic regression analyses. Recall that we expect
the probability of no-confidence motions to rise in reshuffles (lagged), conditional
on their interaction with party-system concentration, which we operationalize with
two alternative measures, a continuous measure of the effective number of legisla-
tive parties (ENP), and a dichotomous indicator for single-party government.
Models 1 and 2 examine the interaction between reshuffles and ENP; Models 3
and 4 that between reshuffles and single-party government. In each case, we stagger
the complexity of the models. The first of each pair of models (Models 1 and 3)
includes country-level random effects only, while the second model of each pair
(Models 2 and 4) includes government and country-level random effects.

The results of both sets of analyses are consistent with our government-
in-waiting hypothesis: cabinet reshuffles are more likely to prompt no-confidence
motions in settings where the principal opposition parties are more easily viewed
as a clear governing alternative. Beginning with Models 1 and 2, recall that ENP
measures party-system fragmentation (rather than concentration). Hence, we
expect the interaction term with reshuffles to be negative, indicating that
party-system fragmentation weakens the impact of cabinet reshuffles on opposition
parties’ incentives to propose no-confidence motions. This is exactly the pattern
that we find - the coefficient of the interaction between reshuffles and ENP is
negatively signed and statistically significant, while the coefficient for reshuffles is
positively signed and statistically significant. Turning to Models 3 and 4, the results
are similar. The coefficient of the interaction between reshuffles and single-party
government is positively signed and statistically significant. In contrast, the coeffi-
cient of reshuffles is not statistically significant in either model, which suggests that
reshuffles fail to raise the probability of no-confidence motions in the context of
party systems that produce coalition governments. In each case, these results are
robust to the inclusion of random effects at the country level (Models 1 and 3),
and at the government and country levels (Models 2 and 4).

To aid interpretation of these results, Figures 1 and 2 illustrate the magnitude of
the interaction effects. Figure 1 is based on our main model, Model 1, which
employs the continuous operationalization of ENP, and shows how the impact of
cabinet reshuffles on the predicted probability of no-confidence motions varies
across levels of party-system fragmentation. As is consistent with the
government-in-waiting hypothesis, reshuffles increase the probability of
no-confidence motions only in relatively concentrated party systems. As the num-
ber of parties grows larger, the effect of cabinet reshuffles on no-confidence
motions decreases, loses statistical significance and reaches zero at an ENP of 3.

Figure 2 plots the relationship between cabinet reshuffles and the predicted
probability of no-confidence motions in the context of coalition and single-party
governments, based on Model 3. In the context of coalitions, a reshuffle in any
given month has no statistically discernible impact on the predicted probability
of no-confidence motions being proposed. By contrast, in the context of single-
party governments, a reshuffle significantly increases the predicted probability of
a no-confidence motion (from approximately 0.009, i.e. less than 1%, to 0.025,
ie. 2.5%).
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Table 2 Determinants of NCMs (Mixed-Effects Logistic Models)

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Model 4

Reshuffle

ENP

Reshuffle x ENP

Single-party government

Reshuffle x single-party government
Minority government

Government tenure

Number of previous NCMs

4.418** (1.725)
0.047  (0.102)

—1.409** (0.680)

1.244*** (0.231)
0.002  (0.008)

0.051*** (0.008)

4135** (1.684)
—0.032  (0.105)

—1.299** (0.660)

1.135** (0.305)
0.002  (0.009)

0.069*** (0.012)

—0.586  (0.732)

0.170  (0.233)

1.595* (0.817)

1.151*** (0.239)
0.002  (0.008)

0.051*** (0.008)

—0.510  (0.750)

0226  (0.290)
1.535*  (0.847)
1.013*** (0.309)
0.002  (0.009)

0.069*** (0.012)

GDP growth —0.089*** (0.033) -0.025  (0.041) —0.085** (0.033) —-0.020  (0.041)

Intercept —4.904*** (0.452) —5.363"** (0.469) —4.793*** (0.287) —5.543*** (0.337)

Random Effects Yes Yes Yes Yes

o? 3.29 3.29 3.29 3.29

Too 0-44country l~58country:gov 0-45country 1~59country:gov

ICC 0.12 0.32 0.12 0.33

N (countries) 16country 16country 16country 16country

N (governments) 31640, 31640y

Observations 6,991 6,979 7,002 6,990

Marginal R? 0.146 0.124 0.121 0.106

Conditional R? 0.247 0.409 0.226 0.397

AIC 1,244.339 1,197.601 1,247.653 1,200.767
Notes: *** p<0.01; ** p<0.05; * p<0.1. Table entries report log odds, standard errors in parentheses. Models 1 and 3 include country-level random effects only; Models 2 and 4 include

government- and country-level random effects.
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Figure 1. Predicted Probability of NCM Following a Cabinet Reshuffle by Effective Number of (Legislative)
Parties

Note: Figure 1 plots the predicted probability of a no-confidence motion, at varying levels of ENP, when a reshuffle
has or has not occurred in the preceding period. Shaded area indicates 95% confidence intervals. Predicted prob-
abilities calculated based on Model 1, using the plot_model function in R (Lidecke 2020).

Turning to the controls, several variables have robust, statistically significant
coefficients across all models. As prior work has found (Williams 2016), minority
governments are more likely to suffer no-confidence motions, as are governments
that have seen a higher number of previous no-confidence motions, which indicates
that no-confidence motions are easier to initiate given the institutional and political
environment. Conversely, positive economic conditions, which benefit the govern-
ment and its popularity, reduce the probability of a no-confidence motion (in
Models 1 and 3). Other controls do not have consistent, statistically significant
effects.

We examine the robustness of these findings by rerunning our main model,
Model 1, in several alternative specifications (detailed results available in the
Online Appendix). First, we take account of the fact that three of our cases -
Germany, Spain and (after 1995) Belgium - have constructive no-confidence pro-
cedures. Although we expect NCMs in these settings to offer the opposition the
same signalling opportunities, we probe whether taking account of this, more pol-
itically demanding, form of no-confidence procedure alters our results. We do so
by: (1) controlling for constructive no-confidence procedures; and (2) excluding
the three countries concerned from our analysis (Table S.3 in the Online
Appendix). Second, we examine whether our findings are robust to including con-
trol variables for two other country-level institutional factors that may affect oppos-
ition strategies — semi-presidentialism and a ‘Westminster’ heritage. We also
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Figure 2. Predicted Probability of NCM Following a Cabinet Reshuffle by Government Coalition Status
Note: Figure 2 plots the predicted probability of a no-confidence motion, under coalition and single-party govern-
ments, when a reshuffle has or has not occurred in the preceding period. Bars indicate 95% confidence intervals.
Predicted probabilities calculated based on Model 3, using the plot_model function in R (Ludecke 2020).

include a linear time trend (see Table S.4 in the Online Appendix).” Third, we
explore whether any outliers drive our results by jack-knifing Model 1 and sequen-
tially excluding each of the 16 countries from the analysis (Tables S.5-S.8 in the
Online Appendix). Fourth, we probe whether our results are robust to alternative
conceptualizations of a reshuffle, our independent variable. In one specification
we employ a broader operationalization - individual ministerial terminations (see
Huber and Martinez-Gallardo 2008), which includes changes affecting only a single
minister. In another specification, we use a narrower operationalization - major
reshuffles, defined as changes to more than two officeholders or portfolios. The
results of this analysis (Table S.9 in the Online Appendix) show that our results
are robust when we focus on major reshuffles (the coefficient of reshuffles and
its interaction with ENP are statistically significant and have the expected signs),
but not when we use a broader operationalization of reshuffles that includes
changes of individual ministers. This is not surprising. Individual ministerial
changes often have non-political causes (e.g. illness, resignation for personal rea-
sons, promotion to international institutions or other high-profile roles outside
government). Because they have a wider range of causes, changes of single ministers
occur more regularly and are less high-profile political events. For these reasons
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they are harder for the opposition to credibly depict as evidence of governance pro-
blems and to exploit for electoral signalling purposes. With this exception, all add-
itional analyses show our results to be robust.

Conclusion

In this article we have provided a first account of how cabinet reshuffles reverberate
in the legislative arena, specifically how they affect the opposition’s strategic use of
no-confidence motions. This question has received surprisingly little attention,
despite the extensive literature that studies cabinet reshuffles and their con-
sequences within the executive (see e.g. Back and Carroll 2020; Indridason and
Kam 2020).

We merge the literature on government reshuffles with work on no-confidence
motions and argue that cabinet reshuffles present strategic opportunities for the par-
liamentary opposition to call the electorate’s attention to faltering government per-
formance and difficulties by initiating a no-confidence motion. No-confidence
motions are an electoral signalling mechanism that serves to dramatize the govern-
ment’s failings in a high-profile event that focuses voters’ attention. This strategy,
we propose, has direct payoffs for opposition parties that operate in concentrated
party systems, which enable these parties to position themselves as a government
in waiting. Our results lend support to the government-in-waiting hypothesis: oppos-
ition parties make strategic use of government reshuffles to initiate a vote of
no-confidence conditional on party-system concentration.

This finding contributes to two literatures of importance in political science. To
work on cabinet reshuffles — which has primarily focused on reshuffles as a tool for
chief executives to manage their ministerial teams, parties and the expectations of
their electorate — we contribute the insight that reshuffles also have repercussions in
the parliamentary arena for the strategies of opposition parties. For the literature on
parliamentary confidence and no-confidence in the executive, we highlight that
reshuffles of the ministerial team present politically meaningful breaks in the life
of a government, and a natural opportunity for legislators to revisit the question
of confidence. Our findings show that opposition parties that can present them-
selves as a government in waiting are systematically more likely to dramatize
these breaks for partisan gain.

The results also open up several avenues for future research. First, our work is
based on a systematic, quantitative comparative analysis; future qualitative work
might fruitfully trace the motivations and calculations of opposition actors to
probe more fine-grained observable implications of the government-in-waiting
effect that we find. Second, further work might investigate the effects of cabinet
reshuffles on other aspects of executive-legislative relations, such as a government’s
legislative effectiveness or its longevity. Third, scholars might ask whether the
implications of reshuffles for parliamentary confidence vary with other aspects of
the political and institutional context. For instance, further work could look beyond
parliamentary systems, to explore how executive-legislative relations are affected by
cabinet reshuffles in presidential democracies (see Martinez-Gallardo 2012, 2014).
Addressing these questions would shed further light on how developments inside
the executive affect its relationship with the legislature.
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Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.
1017/gov.2022.23.
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Notes

1 Note that we do not argue that all reshuffles signal equally damaging performance problems for the gov-
ernment. Some reshuffles are politically low key or garner positive publicity that even the most effective
opposition rhetoric cannot counteract. However, on average, reshuffles address governance problems
that give opposition parties an opportunity to cast the government’s performance in a negative light.

2 Under some constitutions it is possible for the legislature to express no-confidence in individual minis-
ters. These motions, if adopted, however, do not terminate the government and are not the focus of our
study. The literature also distinguishes between constructive no-confidence motions (which simultaneously
depose a government and invest its successor) and ordinary votes of no-confidence (Lento and Hazan 2022;
Rubabshi-Shitrit and Hasson 2022; Sieberer 2015). Both types of motion can be used by the opposition for
electoral signalling purposes and are therefore included in our study.

3 We include Austria, Finland, France, Iceland, Ireland and Portugal in our study, which are sometimes
classified as semi-presidential rather than parliamentary systems (see Elgie 1999). For our purposes, the
central feature of these political systems is that cabinet is responsible to parliament.

4 This definition of reshuffles is distinct from the less restrictive concept of individual minister termina-
tions (Huber and Martinez-Gallardo 2008) and a more restrictive definition of reshuffles as instances in
which more than two officeholders and portfolios are affected (Kam and Indridason 2005: 329). We
refer to the latter as ‘major reshuffles’, and in additional analyses discussed below and included in the
Online Appendix, we examine the robustness of our findings to these more and less expansive definitions,
respectively.

5 Based on Elgie (1999), we classify Austria, Finland, France, Iceland, Ireland and Portugal as semi-
presidential. We classify Australia, Canada, Ireland, New Zealand and the United Kingdom as having a
Westminster heritage.
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