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The authors advance a theory of the effects of political institutions on state policy. The theory explains
how political institutions affect the ability of leaders to maintain themselves in office, why some political
systems are more prone to policy failure than others, and why autocrats create mass political systems. The
key characteristics of institutions in this theory are the sizes of a polity’s selectorate and winning coalition.
The authors derive hypotheses from the theory and test those hypotheses using a data set covering more than
2,700 leaders from all states in the period from 1816 to 1990. The statistical tests demonstrate that (1) large
winning coalitions are associated with enhanced economic growth, (2) tenure is shortened by a large win-
ning coalition but lengthened by a large selectorate, and (3) in the face of policy failure, leaders with a large
selectorate are more likely to survive than those in systems with a large winning coalition. The authors con-
clude by discussing the implications of these results.

Policies that promote peace and prosperity are, by almost any observer’s yardstick,
successful policies. Because politicians are ever eager to retain high office once having
achieved it, incumbents must be eager to enhance their nation’s welfare, thereby
enhancing their own chances for continuing in office. Put differently, it seems obvious
that leaders who ruin their country’s economy lead their country into disastrous mili-
tary defeat, and those who fail to provide for the welfare of their citizens must have
poor prospects of staying in power.

Only one impediment stands in the way of these seemingly obvious claims: they are
not always true. We argue that this is so because the institutional context in which the
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leader holds power influences his or her concerns for the welfare of the citizens of the
state, and so the truth of these claims depends on the character of the political system
that chooses a nation’s leader. As we demonstrate below, in some instances, even small
failures of policy will lead to the removal of the leader, but in others, seemingly endless
blunders have little or no consequence for the leader’s retention in office.

How do those responsible for policy failure survive? We argue that variations in the
size of the selectorate and the size of the winning coalition explain this, while also pro-
viding insights into the political economy of peace and prosperity. By the selectorate,
we mean all those people in a country who have an institutionally granted right or norm
that gives them a say in choosing the government.' By the winning coalition, we mean
those members of the selectorate whose support is essential to keep the incumbent
leadership in office. These concepts are explained more fully below.

Three closely related questions are at the center of our inquiry. First and most gener-
ally, how do political institutions influence longevity in political office? Second, and
following from this, why do some political systems seem more prone to policy failure
than others? Finally, why do some autocratic leaders (i.e., those leaders in systems
with a small winning coalition) deliberately create a large selectorate?

Our analysis of these questions is presented in five parts. First, we delineate an insti-
tutional theory of politics that provides resolutions of the three puzzles posed above.
The mathematical details of the theory may be obtained through the Internet.? Second,
we explain the intuition behind the theory and extract testable hypotheses. Third, we
explain the measurement procedures for the preliminary testing of the hypotheses, and
then we offer the preliminary empirical evidence for our claims. Finally, we draw
together our answers to the questions posed above with some surprising, even disturb-
ing, results.

THE THEORY

The population of a state falls into a series of nested groups.® The largest group is
the set of all citizens. A subset of the citizenry has an institutionally legitimate right to
participate in choosing the country’s political leadership. This subset is the selectorate.
Identifying the membership of the selectorate is a political choice that represents one
of the fundamental institutional decisions in a sovereign state. In contemporary univer-
sal adult suffrage systems, the selectorate consists of all adult citizens, but in King
John’s England of 1199, the selectorate was made up of 197 barons who alone had an
institutional say in deciding who would be king. The selectorate, then, can be very

1. Our usage is broadly consistent with the notion of the selectorate developed by Shirk (1993, 71) in
her analysis of economic reform in the People’s Republic of China, except that we assert that all political
systems may be understood as having this group and not just communist states. It is also consistent with
Deutsch’s (1961) analysis of social mobilization.

2. www.ssds.ucdavis.edu/bdm?2s2/

3. A technical development of the game-theoretic reasoning behind this model is presented in the
Web site appendix. Here we focus on an exposition of the basic logic and intuition behind our model.
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small, very large, or anywhere in between. Those not in the selectorate are disenfran-
chised.

Any incumbent leader relies on a subset of the selectorate to maintain his or her
position in office. It is sufficient that if any member of this group, which we call the
winning coalition, defects to a rival leader, then the incumbent leadership is deposed.
In majoritarian systems, like most modern democracies, the size of the winning coali-
tion is functionally tied to the size of the selectorate through electoral rules. For
simplicity’s sake, we can say that the winning coalition in modern democracies is
about equal to one half of the selectorate plus one additional voter, that is, the number
of voters needed to win an election. In typical autocracies, the size of the winning coa-
lition is not tied to the size of the selectorate except for the restriction that it cannot be
larger than the selectorate. Autocrats may be able to control the size of their winning
coalition as well as who exactly falls into that group. In this discussion, we take the size
of the selectorate and winning coalition as fixed and given, although when we talk
about optimal institutional arrangements, we hint at strategic decisions over the size of
these institutions.*

Politicians attract a winning coalition and retain its support by distributing things of
value. Put coarsely, they “buy” office. Broadly, the goods used to do this take two
forms, and their relative value depends on the institutional arrangements of the state.
Some are distributed in the form of private goods, such as special privileges, access to
graft and bribes, favorable tax terms, favorable contracts, judicial favoritism, and the
like. These private goods are allocated only to the members of the winning coalition
whose continued support is essential for the incumbent to remain in office.” Other
goods take the form of public policies that affect the welfare of everyone in the state.
The provision of political freedoms, national security, general economic growth poli-
cies that lift the total size of the pool of resources in the state, and the like are examples
of such public policies that affect citizens of the state.®

The total income of a society can be divided into three pools of resources. One pool
is the untaxed resources that remain in the hands and at the discretion of each individ-
ual citizen. These resources include at a minimum the amounts required for food,
clothing, shelter, and other individual necessities. The government takes the remainder
of the national income as direct and indirect taxes and divides the taxed portion into
two further pools. One pool is distributed as private goods to members of the winning
coalition; the other pool is used to advance public policy. All citizens retain some
resources for their own discretionary use, and everyone values a mix of private and
public goods over receiving all benefits solely in the form of private benefits. All care
about public policy at least to the extent that the government must provide some mini-
mal security to protect the opportunity of citizens to enjoy the benefits associated with

4. Tt is beyond the scope of this article to show that institutional arrangements are endogenous. We
leave that for subsequent research on the model examined here.

5. Inreality, of course, some private goods may be obtained by nonessential supporters of the incum-
bent leadership. For simplicity’s sake, we assume here that such goods go only to essential supporters as a
reward for their support.

6. We treat these as pure public goods, lumping their divisible and excludable components into the
private goods portion of utility calculations.
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whatever private goods they receive and whatever income they retain. A society cannot
persist in a completely lawless state.’

Leaders face two problems with respect to these goods: one of distribution and one
of credible commitment. The distributional problem concerns how to divide the pro-
ceeds from taxes into private goods and public policy to reward the winning coalition.
The credible commitment problem concerns the believability of promises of goods
and policy. Candidates for leadership can promise anything to gain power, but the
selectorate need not believe such promises. We focus on the distributional problem in
this article; because of space limitations, we only touch on the credible commitment
problem, deferring a fuller discussion for subsequent presentation.

To hold on to power, a leader must provide sufficient benefits to the winning coali-
tion so that the least satisfied member still prefers to support the incumbent rather than
defect to a rival. Rivals, who are assumed to exist at all times, can also promise any-
thing. For the promises of incumbents and rivals to be credible, however, they must be
visibly related to the available pool of resources and to one another. Competition for
office ensures that fully informed incumbents equal or surpass the deals promised by
their challengers. Competition also ensures that leaders or rivals who do not turn out to
make credible promises will lose office (North, Summerhill, and Weingast 1998; Root
and Nellis 1998). Of course, both the coordination and distributional aspects of credi-
ble commitment are important to a fuller understanding of how institutions shape
political choices.

Rivals for leadership have an incentive to offer a better mix of valued goods than
what the incumbent is providing. By doing so, they can gain office. They face a prob-
lem, however. The incumbent has an incentive to provide a mix of goods that is as
attractive to his or her supporters as an offer made by a rival. Such an offer does not
require the incumbent to pay out as much as the rival promises to those who support the
rival. Because private goods get divided among the members of the winning coalition,
the rival cannot credibly promise such goods to more than the minimal number who
would constitute the new winning coalition. Every potential defector from the current
winning coalition faces the risk that he or she will not be essential to the new coalition
and so might be excluded from receiving any of its private goods. For the sake of sim-
plicity, we assume that the probability of being essential to the successor winning coa-
lition increases as the size of the winning coalition increases and decreases as the size

7. We define utility functions for members of the winning coalition (/ € W )and for citizens not in the
winning coalition, but in the selectorate (I & W), we use Cobb-Douglas functions with the following
characteristics:

U(x. g, 1,.)=(k+§) P AfiEW(, =1%U,(x g, 1,) =k if i €W (1, =0),0,8>0,
w

where k is the resources retained for an individual’s use (the first pool of resources), g is the pool distributed
as private goods by the leader, Wis the size of the winning coalition, and x is the value of public policies cre-
ated by government action. We define the gross domestic product (GDP) of a country as equal to kN + R,
where R consists of the part of the GDP taxed by the government. R is then spent partially as public goods (x)
acquired at price p and as private goods (g).



