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Question Of Institutional Design

Political institutions frame how policy is made.  Some institutional structures are more conducive to gridlock than others.   While some have argued the likelihood of gridlock is in the difference between Presidential or Parliamentary systems (Linz, 1990), Tsebelis (2002) has argued more recently that it is not the regime time, but the number of veto players and their relative political ideologies that accounts for gridlock.  I consider Tsebelis’ veto player theory to determine the institutional designs more likely to create government instability through gridlock.  


Policy gridlock is defined as the lack of legislative progress resulting in stagnation of reform.  Gridlock often paralyzes the lawmaking process, making even the simplest and most necessary legislation impassable, and turning the government into a lame duck.  This impedes the day-to-day operations of the country, causing difficulty in reform to laws and statutes and creating government instability in the process.  .


When looking at the variation in this phenomenon, I will focus on the current political structures in Hungary, Poland and the Czech Republic.  Hungary is a parliamentary republic, with a unicameral legislature.  Most of its political power resides in the Council of Ministers and the prime minister.  The Czech Republic is also a parliamentary republic, but with a bicameral legislature.  Most of its power resides in the Chamber of Deputies, the Senate and the prime minister.  Poland is a premier-presidential system, with a bicameral legislature.  Most of its political power resides in the President, his appointed Prime Minister and the Sejm (national legislature).    

As countries continue to make the transition away from authoritarian rule, the debate over the best form of democratic government persists in the writing of their constitutions.  Unfortunately, there is no one correct answer for all of these countries.  The form of government must be reflective of how quickly society accepts changes in laws and customs.  With various amounts of ethnic division, the effect of extremist parties and differing political cultures, the ease of legislation passage is by no means simply calculable.  Nevertheless, by working to determine the extent to which government gridlock will limit change, a country is one step closer to finding the democracy that best suits society and will be sufficiently stable over time.


One of the main factors in calculating potential gridlock is what institutions should be given veto power over legislation.  Institutional veto players effect the variation in policy gridlock across different constitutional systems.  These veto players all have separate optimal preferences, and the relation of these opinions to one another determines the ability for legislation to change.  Veto players can be different branches of government.  They can also be parties who are needed to constitute a majority for passage of legislation.  Voting procedures and party fragmentation will affect gridlock across systems.  Status quo policy can have an empty winset, that is, they cannot be changed without receiving veto from one or more of the actors.  There are, however, status quo policies with winsets, but they can only be reformed to reflect the way veto players’ indifference curves interact, limiting the amount of change in the legislation.  In general, the more veto players and the more diverse their optimal legislation would be, the harder it will be to change policies and the less options their will be for those changes.  The resulting gridlock is the potential cause of political instability.

Veto Players in Institutions





Rational Choice Theory has been applied in Political Science to predict political decisions based on models of interaction between institutions.  Linz (1990), Mainwaring and Shugart (1997), and Shugart and Carey (1992) look at these decisions when comparing presidential and parliamentary systems.  Tsebelis’ (2002) models treat ideological differences in the abstract, instead of looking at the actual impacts of government structure and decision rules.  Tsebelis’ veto player analysis maps veto players to determine possible winsets of change based on number of veto powers, their ideological differences and the current status quo.  It encompasses the structure of presidential vs. parliamentary systems.  However, in doing so, it ignores the effects of partisan policy differences on institutions.  Cox and McCubbins (2001) examine these variables and impact them out to government stability.  Together, they explain how institutional design contributes to government stability.

It is important for policies to represent the will of the people if government stability is to exist.  Linz (1990) argues that presidential systems are problematic because they are often winner-take-all, removing power sharing and need to compromise.  The rigidity of the system is that the president has a fixed term where agreements with other parties can be broken, promises to the public can never be fulfilled, and even the competency of the already elected may or may not exist.  This makes the stakes of the presidential elections high.  There is no way of removing an unpopular head of state without resorting to impeachment (which is unlikely) or violence.  

Mainwaring and Shugart (1997) argue that, while this is possible, in general, presidential systems are more prone to form coalition governments than Westminister parliamentary systems.  This is partially because of the checks and balances that exist in the presidential system.  Even if the president decides to act on his own accord and not follow his election promises, the legislature will veto his actions.  Mainwaring and Shugart debate parliamentary system problems by pointing to unstable coalitions for government that can lead to constant no confidence votes and no stable prime minister or cabinet.  This can lead to a power vacuum, where violence can occur with a lack of legitimate rule.  Mainwaring and Shugart conclude that presidential is better suited for countries that have weak legislative power and disciplined, non-fragmented parties.  

Shugart and Carey (1992) lay this framework out even more plainly.  Shugart and Carey define presidentialism as a regime type with maximum separation of powers where the cabinet is responsible to the president.  Premier-presidentialism is where the cabinet is only responsible to the assembly.  This is similar to the parliamentary system, only a president exists with limited powers.  The lines get blurred, however, when Shugart and Carey begin looking into a president-parliamentary system, which confuses the responsibility of the cabinet.  

The labeling of a system does not show its true characteristics, especially with so many power sharing systems.  Shepsle & Bonchek’s (1997) Rational Choice Theory allows us to take institutions like president versus parliamentary and turn them into rational actors.  Tsebelis (2002) takes rational choice theory to an institutional level by plotting the ideal point of all veto players to determine possible winsets (options) of change.  He finds that the more veto players that exist in a system and the further they are apart ideologically; the more difficult it will be for policy changes to be made from the status quo.

Veto players play different roles in different constitutional structures.  The common ones that are thought of are individual player, like prime ministers and presidents, and collective institutions, like legislative bodies; but there are also referendums and courts vested with judicial review.  Tsebelis’ models tell us a lot about stability.  However, it neglects two fundamental points: what determines if veto players have close ideologies or diverse ones, and how policy stability affects institutional conflict that might undermine democratic stability.  

On ideological differences, Cox and McCubbins (2001) argue that constitutional separation of power can lead to a divided government or a unified government.  The separation of purpose within different branches of government is the decisive factor when it comes to labeling each a veto player.  If all veto players are controlled by one party and they have party discipline to a unified policy, then they effectively act as one veto.  

However, they often have separate ideologies.  Where does this separation come from?  Though each veto player is often put into power by the same electorate, the expectation of the voters differs depending on the office.  Presidents are often elected based on national goals, while legislatures reflect a more personal vote, being expected to bring back pork to their local constituents.  The one exception to this is the closed list proportional electorate formula, since candidates are associated with the national party instead of a geographic location.  Open list proportional electoral formulas can have this same effect, but they can also give individuality to local candidates and what they can do for a specific geographic area (Cox & McCubbins, 2001).

Cox and McCubbins (2001) argue a tradeoff between decisiveness and resoluteness of policy when examining how gridlock affects government stability.  Instead of looking at policy stability as a given, like Tsebelis does, they determine what causes it.  Decisiveness is the ability of the political system to make a decision.  It is associated with fewer veto players.  Resoluteness, on the other hand, means that policies are sustainable once it has been decided.  It is associated with more veto players.

The trick to government stability is to come to a balance between the two.  Indecisiveness will lead to institutional warfare, unilateralism (one branch circumventing the other), and more gridlock (stalemate) in policy making.  This leads to a government that can easily be overthrown or ignored because it lacks legitimacy.  Irresoluteness shows an absence in the checks and balances structure of a government, with policy reform being done on the whim of one faction of society.  It leads to a lack of credible commitment and thus an overall disrespect for the law since it is constantly changing.  This can lead to the same outcomes as indecisiveness (overthrown or ignored government) (Cox & McCubbins, 2001).

The best way to look at government stability is to combine Tsebelis’ model with the uncertainty of constitutional structure to determine policy stability and then weigh the importance of that stability on the decisiveness/resoluteness structure to determine government stability.  Government structure is not one size fits all.  Each country has different features, such as diversity, that affect the stability of government under different structures.  Looking at the differences in presidential and parliamentary systems allows us to tease out characteristics that might result in violence, but only because they effect compromise and veto player stability.   Policy stability can be determined, but there still has to be an evaluation of how that promotes or depresses violence. 

Tsebelis’ Models

Rational Choice Theory assumes that all individuals have preferences that are comparable and transitive.  A rational being is one who orders his/her preferences based on the outcome that results, and determines their actions by the likelihood that each outcome will occur from them.  They are said to be maximizing their behavior to achieve the most desired result (Shepsle & Bonchek, 1997).


When comparing policy preferences, politicians are said to be rational when they choose an ideal point for an outcome and prefer policies closer to that ideal more than 
policies farther away from it.  Politicians are indifferent to policies the same distance apart so they are set on the same indifference curve.  The closer the indifference curve is to the ideal point, the more preferable it is (Shepsle & Bonchek, 1997).


Figure 1 represents this theory.  For the ideal point that the politician has chosen, any point on Indifference Curve 1 is more preferable than any point on Indifference Curve 2, because it is locate closer to his/her ideal.  Also, any point located along one of the indifference curves is equally preferable to the other.

Figure 1.
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Veto player theory considers rational politicians within institutional structures. Veto players are institutions that must agree to legislative changes for them to be made laws.  In theory, they include the chambers and branches with the right to veto. In practice, they are normally the parties that are needed to get a majority in each legislative chamber along with any individual veto player, like the president or prime minister.  The ideal points of all veto players determine possible winsets of change, and thus the policy stability.  Policy stability is the likelihood of the status quo being changed.  Any status quo policy that exists within the confines of a geographic figure connecting the ideal points is part of the unanimity core, which is the area that cannot be changed in the current institutional structure.  This is because any proposed reform will move the policy to an indifference curve further away from one of the veto players, and thus will be vetoed by them. Additional veto players have the possibility of increasing the unanimity core by adding another point to the geographic figure.  This would increase policy stability.  However, they can also have no effect on the core because their ideal point is absorbed by the other veto players (it is located inside the already existing unanimity core) (Tsebelis, 2002).

Figure 2 shows how each veto player’s ideal point, connected to create a geographical figure, creates a unanimity core.  If the status quo policy is within this core, their will be no winset of change.  

Figure 2.
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Only when the status quo exists outside of the unanimity core, is policy change possible.  To determine the winset of change, the area that the status quo policy can be changed to, indifference curves should be drawn around each veto player with the status quo policy on each one.  The only new policy that will pass will be in the overlap of all possible veto players’ indifference curves.  Otherwise, the policy reform would be on an indifference curve further away than the status quo, be less preferred by one of the veto players, and would be vetoed.  The addition of new veto players can decrease the winset by adding another indifference curve to take into account. This would mean that policy stability would increase, leading to greater government instability.  The new veto player could also just be absorbed by previous veto players’ indifference curves (Tsebelis, 2002).


Figure 3 shows that when the status quo is located outside of the unanimity core, the winset of change is the overlap of the unanimity cores.  This is the shaded area of the diagram.

Figure 3.
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The winset is the area of possible change.  To determine the exact change, the agenda setter would pick the point within the winset that is on the closest indifference curve to their ideal point.  Since this point would be on a closer indifference curve than the status quo for all of the other veto players, it should pass.  However, this does not mean that all other veto players see that as their closest ideal.  The agenda setter has some leeway in determining the reform.  The agenda setter’s significance increases as the winset increases, because he has more options (Tsebelis, 2002).


Veto players comprise not only institutions to which a single individual is elected or appointed, but are often collective in nature as well.  The institutions that define how a group decision will be made have a major effect on the location of their veto vote.  Condorcet’s paradox is that there is incomplete and non-transitive preferences within a group.  Arrow’s theorem points out that there is no truly democratic way of translating individual preferences into group preferences without the possibility of cycling majorities.  Committee systems, ordering of votes and decision rules will change the outcome of a group decision (Shepsle & Bonchek, 1997).


To determine the possible policy changes that would be accepted by a simple majority (within one veto player), one must first draw median lines connecting the preferences of member which have a majority on either side (including the line).  The smallest circle to intersect all median lines is the yolk.  It has a center, labeled Y and a radius, r.  The wincircle of the status quo is a circle drawn from Y, with a radius of d+2r (d represents the distance from Y to the status quo.)  Y can be considered the optimal point for this veto player (Tsebelis, 2002).


Figure 4 shows a graph of 5 members of a collective veto institution.  Each of their ideological preferences are mapped, creating a yolk intersecting the median lines.  This is used to draw the wincircle.  

Figure 4.
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A wincircle differs from a winset.  It gives a rough estimate of possible political changes; everything outside of the circle will be vetoed.  However, everything inside of the circle will not necessarily be passed (Tsebelis, 2002).  To determine what will pass, one must draw indifference curves from the status quo and determine all overlaps in space of a majority of the members’ curves, just like what was done with veto players (Shepsle & Bonchek, 1997).  This is why an indifference curve drawn from that Y, to represent the collective institutionm will in reality not be circular, like with an individual veto player.  Different majorities support different political reforms, and their support is divisible between the numbers of members, creating edges instead of curves.  A rough circle will serve the purpose in this project, however (Tsebelis, 2002).
The more the yolk represents the majority of the veto player members, the smaller its radius will be.  When the radius decreases in size, the wincircle also decreases, increasing policy stability.  The more members of the group, the smaller the radius will be because of more centrally located median lines with additional individual ideal points.  Thus, more members equals more policy stability.  As numbers increase with in the veto group, the yolk will collapse virtually into one point because of the number of median lines.  This occurrence makes group veto players look essentially just like an individual player and changes the wincircle into the same winset that would exists for an individual player (Tsebelis, 2002).

While Tsebelis (2002) seems to argue that policy stability leads to indecisiveness in government, and virtual stalemate in political action, Cox & McCubbins argue that because of demands from voters for political action, indecisiveness will lead to institutional warfare, with each branch trying to gain enough power to make changes; and it can also cause unilateralism, where one branch circumvents the other to get change, removing all legitimate government structure.  Especially in nation states that do not have a historically legitimate government or an established rule of law, even periodic stalemate can lead to a government or regime change.   

This paper tests the hypothesis that the further away veto players are from each other and the more numerous they are, the more policy stability that will exist.  Further, greater policy stability is reflected in a greater likelihood of institutional conflict and government instability.   I will test this hypothesis using case studies draw from three countries: Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic.  The case studies represent relatively new constitutional structures where voting mechanism and party reform have created a diverse veto player structure.  

Case Study Analysis
To analyze whether Tsebelis’ veto player theory can correctly identify the institutional structures that are more likely to lead to policy stability, and thus institutional warfare, I will examine two scenarios in three separate systems: Hungary, Poland and the Czech Republic.  Each system’s institutions and political differences will be looked at during a period of government stability and during a period of government instability, determined by the relative length that the government lasted and the reason for its dismissal (elections being a characteristic of stable governments and dissent within the cabinet or loosing confidence from the coalition being a characteristic of instable governments.)  The number of veto players will be determined by institutional structure and the parties that control each branch of the government.  An institution will be considered a veto player if it has veto authority that cannot be overridden by a majority of the parliament.  While a bicameral legislature technically has a veto player for each chamber, the composition of parties needed to pass legislation will instead be considered the veto players, since they are similar in each chamber.   Policy positions will be graphed relatively, based on party platforms on issues that deal with the cultural left/right spectrum and on the economic level of privatization or anti-communism.  


Hungary’s government is divided into three branches.  The executive branch consists of a president, who is elected by the National Assembly every 5 years.  The role of the president is mainly ceremonial, except for the right to appoint the prime minister, so it will not be graphed as a veto player. The prime minister is the head of government and appoints the cabinet members.  Hungary has a unicameral legislative branch represented by a 386-member National Assembly.  The legislature has the ability to not only initiate legislation, but also must approve all legislation sponsored by the prime-minister.  Parliamentary elections are held every 4 years.  


When examining Hungary’s system, I will look to the parliamentary periods of July, 1994 through July, 1998 as the period of stability and December, 1993 through July, 1994 as the period of instability.  The period of stability was lead under Prime Minister Gyula Horn of the Hungarian Socialist Party (MSzP).  It was a coalition majority with the Alliance for Free Democrats (SzDSz).  Though it was a coalition by name, the MSzP had 54% of the representation in parliament, and thus had no need to appease the SzDSz (who held 18% of parliament.)  Therefore, only the prime minister and the MSzP majority will be graphed as veto players.  This government was replaced in elections.  The period of instability was lead under Prime Minister Peter Medgyessy of the MSzP, who controlled 46% of the parliament.  This was also a coalition government with the SzDSz, whose 5% of parliament was needed for a majority.  The prime minister was forced to resign when he lost the confidence of the SzDSz.  The Prime Minister, the MSzP party and the SzDSZ party will be graphed as veto players.

Poland’s political system consists of a president and prime minister in the executive branch.  The president is the head of state and the commander-in-chief of the armed forces and has veto powers that can only be overridden by a 3/5 majority in the Sejm and thus will be graphed as a veto player.  This position is popularly elected every 5 years.  The lower house of legislature appoints a prime minister, who is approved by the president.  The legislature is bicameral.  The upper house, or Senate, consists of 100 members elected from separate districts.  The Senate has veto power but can be overridden by a simple majority of the Sejm, so it will not be counted as a veto player.  The lower house, or Sejm, consists of 460 members elected nation wide.  Each is elected for a 4-year term.  

Looking at Poland’s government coalitions, I will examine the government periods of October, 1997 through March, 2001 as the period of stability and July, 1992 through April, 1993 as the periods of instability.  The period of stability was lead under Prime Minister Jerzy Buzek of the Solidarity Election Action (AWS) who held 44% of parliament.  They had a coalition majority with the Freedom Union (UW), who had 13% of parliament.  This government ceased because of elections.  The president at that time was Aleksander Kwasniewski of the SLD.  The President, the Prime Minister, the AWS party and the UW party are all veto players during this period. The period of instability was lead by Prime Minister Hanna Suchocka of the Democratic Union (UD), which held 13% of parliament.  This government had a coalition minority with a variety of parties (only the most prevalent are graphed): the Christian National Union (ZChN) who held 11% of parliament, the Liberal-Democrat Congress (KLD) who held 8% of parliament, and the Polish Peasant Party (PSL), who held 4% of parliament.  The president at that time was Lech Walesa of the Solidarity PC.  This government failed because of dissent within the cabinet.   The President, the Prime Minister, the UD party, the KLD party, the PSL party, and the ZChN are all graphed as veto players.


The Czech Republic has a president elected by parliament every 5 years.  This position is the head of state and has veto power, but it is overridden by an absolute majority in the senate, so it will not be considered a veto player.  The president appoints a prime minister, who will be considered a veto player.  The Czech Republic has a bicameral legislature, each with significant power.  The Chamber of Deputies is the lower house with 200 members. The Senate is the upper house with 81 members.  Even though there are two separate houses, the parties within them will distinguish ideology.  


Looking at the Czech Republic, I will examine the government periods of August, 1998 through July, 2002 as the periods of stability and July, 2002 through July, 2004 as the periods of instability.  The period of stability was lead under Prime Minister Milos Zeman of the Czech Social Democrat Party (CCSD) which held 37% of parliament.  While this government was technically a single party minority, it held a power sharing pact with the Civic Democrat Party (ODS), which held 31.5% of the parliament.  The government ceased because of elections.  The Prime Minister and the CSSD and ODS party are veto players during this period.  The period of instability was lead by Prime Minister Vladmir Spidla of the Czech Social Democrat Party (CSDP), which held 35% of parliament.  It had a coalition majority with the Christian Democrat Union – Czechoslovak People’s Party (KDU-CSL) and the Freedom Union – Democratic Union (US-DEU), which collectively had 15.5% of parliament.  The prime minister resigned after his party had a poor showing in the elections.  The Prime Minister, the CSSD party , the US-DEU party and the KDU-CSL party are all graphed as veto players in this period.

Case Study Graphs 

Hungary’s period of stability (July, 1997 through July, 1998) is represented in Figure 5.

Figure 5.
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The coalition majority only required the 54% of the vote from the MSzP, so they’re graphed as a veto player along with Prime Minister Gyula Horn, who would be very close to the majority party’s ideology.  Therefore, the unanimity core would only be along a line that connects two players who have very little separation of purpose.  Therefore, policy stability would be minimal, meaning government stability should be high.  This confirms the hypothesis because there are few veto players who are ideologically close and the result is stability.


Hungary’s period of instability (December, 1993 through July, 1994) is represented in Figure 6.  This government is similar to the characteristics of the period of stability, with Prime Minister Peter Medgyessy being a member of the MSzP party in the parliament, and thus, having very close proximity in purpose.  However, because the MSzP only controls 46% of parliament, their coalition partners, the SzDSz becomes a veto player within parliament.  This increases the space of the unanimity core, adding a new dimension.  This means that policy stability had increased, meaning government stability has decreased.  This confirms the hypothesis because more veto players who are further apart ideologically lead to less government stability. 

Figure 6.
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Poland’s period of stability (October, 1997 through March, 2001) is represented in Figure 7.

Figure 7.
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Prime Minister Jerzy Buzek is the leader of the AWS, who also is party of the coalition within the government.  Because the AWS only controlled 44% of the parliament, their coalition partner, the UW also must be graphed as a veto player.  President Aleksander Kwasniewski is graphed as a separate veto player.  These players close ideologies allowed for a period of stability, confirming the hypothesis.


Poland’s period of instability (July, 1992 through April, 1993) is represented in Figure 8.  This government was a coalition minority with Prime Minister Hanna Suchocka of the UD and her parliament as separate veto players along with multiple other partners, including the PSL, the ZChN and the KLD.  While each of these parties have a distinct ideological position, some, like the ZChN are absorbed into the unanimity core of the other players, and thus do not expand the core.  Also, President Lech Walesa is a separate veto player.  While Figure 8 does not necessarily represent more area than Figure 7, it is important to remember this was a minority government with many smaller parties being needed to come to a majority.  This means, that on separate policy issues, the unanimity core would be expanded to incorporate the parties needed to make up passage of legislation.  In general, the relative spacing of these graphs confirms the hypothesis: Figure 7 has a smaller unanimity core and thus more government stability while Figure 8’s unanimity core is larger, and thus, the government is more unstable.

Figure 8. 
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The stable period (August, 1998 through July, 2002) of the Czech Republic is represented in Figure 9.  Prime Minister Milos Zeman led a single party minority with his party the CSSD.  However, to successfully pass legislation, there was a power sharing pact with ODS, so that party is also graphed as a veto player.  CSSD and ODS are ideologically different culturally, but not between communism and democracy, so the unanimity core is small, representing policy instability and government stability.   This confirms the hypothesis because few veto players, who are ideologically close lead to the period of stability.

Figure 9.
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The Czech Republic’s period of instability (July, 2002 through July, 2004) is represented in Figure 10.  Similar to the period of stability, Prime Minister Vladmir Spidla holds a coalition majority under the CSSD party.  However, this party has to share the government with two other parties, the US-DEU and the KDU-CSL, increasing the size of the unanimity core.  This confirms the hypothesis that, the relatively larger unanimity core causing more policy stability and, thus, less government stability.

Figure 10.

[image: image10.png][—

Commisn

e Paid sty

n

s

w5

et

Lk

Churl it





Veto Player Relevance


The hypothesis that the more veto players and the more ideologically diverse they are means that policies are more stable and that ultimately leads to a more unstable government is confirmed by this study.  The unstable periods of all three systems were represented by more veto players who were more diverse than that of the systems’ stable periods.  


This paper uses veto theory based on institutions to predict gridlock and then government instability.  This link between the intermediary variable of institutions and gridlock should be expanded as well as the link between institutions and government instability.  The intermediary variable needs a solid justification in theory for existing.  More importantly, the addition of other veto players such as the judiciary and referendum should be explained.  Research needs to be done on both of these players so their political ideologies can be specified.

Future research can apply veto player theory to predict the fundamental government structures and voting methods that will result in fewer veto players, and thus, more government stability.  The effectiveness of government coalitions could also be examined using Tsebelis’ model by plotting their separation of purposes.  This will allow for a solid analysis of what is the best government for each country.

The best political system can be applied in international politics.  New democracies should examine their constitutional designs for institutional structures to account for the political ideologies that could be elected to make sure the government is likely to be stable.  The application of veto players into individual countries can move government creation away from mimicking stable democracies that would not work the same way in a different environment.  
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