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Abstract Under what conditions do political parties split? This paper presents a model of

intra-party politics to explain party unity in parliamentary systems. The theory derived

from an incomplete information game predicts that parties split with positive probability,

which rises with the cost of dissent following a failed attempt to split and falls with the cost

of forming a new party. Party unity also is predicted to be high when the leadership

faction’s weight within the party is large. The model’s results have implications for the

relationship between party unity and the majority status of the government party, party

system polarization as well as intra-party polarization.

Keywords Party split � Intra-party dynamics � Party factions � Party formation � Perfect

Bayesian equilibria

‘‘Major parties, let it be said for the hundredth time, are complex structures held together by the fact that

disunity means defeat, the fact that the opposition is strong enough to take advantage of any failure of the

party in power to maintain a united front’’. Schattschneider (1942 , p. 95)
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1 Introduction

The voting behavior of legislators has been studied extensively by political scientists

(Krehbiel 2000; Kam 2009; Hix 2002; Carey 2007; Heller and Mershon 2008; Cowley and

Norton 1999; McCarty et al. 2001).1 This focus has been underscored by an increase in

defection from party lines even in places such as Britain, where party loyalty usually was

high until recent years. With the exception of a few studies (Mair 1990; Hortala-Vallve and

Mueller 2015; Magaloni 2006; Ceron 2015), the focus of these studies has been on the

individual behavior of legislators. Nevertheless, major changes to party systems usually are

caused by groups of legislators who act in concert, and not by individual legislators. This

paper analyzes the determinants of party splits focusing on inter-factional dynamics.

Party splits that occur when a faction breaks away from an existing party are driven

largely by elite behavior (Mair 1990). A split in a party affects not only the number and

policy positions of parties in the political system but also redefines the bargaining power of

parties, which in turn affects the government formation process. For example, in Ireland,

Progressive Democrats split from Fianna Fáil in 1985 under the leadership of Desmond

O’Malley, a former Fianna Fáil minister. While the success of Fianna Fáil was not

impaired in the 1987 elections, its seat strength as well as bargaining weight declined in the

1989 elections. What is more important is that, Progressive Democrats became a viable

coalition partner for Fianna Fáil. Indeed, after governing in a minority government for a

little more than two years between 1987 and 1989, Fianna Fáil formed coalition govern-

ments with Progressive Democrats between 1989 and 1993.

In another instance, the Hata faction within Japan’s Liberal Democratic Party (LDP)

succeeded in breaking away from the party in 1993 with 44 former LDP members to form a

new party called Shinseito (Japan Renewal Party, JRP). This split in turn caused the party

to lose its majority status in the House of Representatives, and ended LDP’s 38 years of

one-party dominance.

In order to explore the conditions under which political parties split, I provide a the-

oretical model focusing on single-party majority governments.2 I argue that both party

unity and party splits are equilibrium outcomes of an intra-party bargaining game played

among faction leaders. In particular, I find that with a credible threat of splitting, the

probability of such an event in the government party falls with the cost of forming a new

party and rises with the cost of dissent following a failed attempt to break away.

I also show that party unity increases with a rise in the relative strength of the leadership

faction. The reason for this finding is that when the relative weight of her faction is large, a

possible coalition between the splinter faction and the opposition party is likely to result in

a policy position that is quite far from the party leader’s preferred position.3 Hence, in

order to avoid a distant policy outcome and losing the premiership, the party leader is

willing to offer a policy concession to the minority faction leader.

The intuition behind the model’s results also allows us to draw inferences about the

interaction between parties’ seat shares and their propensity to split. I argue that while a

smaller majority for the government party makes it more vulnerable to defections, intra-

1 An online appendix with mathematical proofs will be made available as part of this article at https://files.
nyu.edu/hm484/public.
2 In fact, single-party majority governments are not different from explicit coalitions as they both need to
maintain a parliamentary majority (Laver 2006).
3 In the rest of the paper, I use ‘‘he’’ to refer to the minority faction leader and ‘‘she’’ to refer to the party
leader.

118 Public Choice (2015) 164:117–133

123

https://files.nyu.edu/hm484/public
https://files.nyu.edu/hm484/public


party cohesion is stronger with narrower majorities—a condition that incentivizes the party

leader to make the necessary policy compromises in order to keep her prime minister

position and avoid a less favorable policy outcome.4

The paper proceeds as follows: First, I review the existing literature. Then, I discuss the

factors facilitating party splits. Next, I present a preliminary model of intra-party bar-

gaining in a specific context and discuss its implications for more general settings using

examples. Finally, I provide evidence supporting the model’s results drawing on empirical

studies on Italy. I conclude in the last section. I defer formal characterizations of the

equilibria to the Online Appendix.

2 Related literature

Party splits have been analyzed in a number of small-n studies (Cox and Rosenbluth 1995;

Giannetti and Laver 2001; Mair 1990; Hopkin 1999; Rakner et al. 2007; Magaloni 2006;

Bouissou 2001). This paper differs from the earlier studies in its theoretical focus and

generalizability of its findings. Ceron (2015) also studies party splits using a formal theory,

but adopts different modeling assumptions.

This paper, by focusing on splintering factions, contributes to the literature on the

emergence of new parties (Tavits 2006, 2008; Golder 2003; Hug 2001). The main finding

of those studies has been that new parties are less likely to form in disproportional electoral

systems. This paper also contributes to the literature on formation of parties in general.

This literature is composed mainly of formal theories of party formation that address the

electoral incentives (Snyder and Ting 2002; Levy 2004; Morelli 2004) and legislative

incentives (Cox and McCubbins 2005; Krehbiel 1993; Eguia 2011; Jackson and Moselle

2002), including the incentives of politicians to create or join parties.

The present paper also draws on the literature addressing legislative party switching,

which tends to focus on rebellions and party switching dynamics at the legislator level

(Desposato 2006; Laver and Benoit 2003; Iaryczower 2006; Cox and McCubbins 2005;

McCarty et al. 2001; Cowley and Norton 1999; Heller and Mershon 2005; Heller and

Mershon 2008). While these models advance our understanding of the micro-mechanisms

of party discipline from the perspective of an individual legislator, who is rarely pivotal in

the party, I argue that the party leader is almost always vulnerable to the defection of a

sizable group of legislators.

Party factions, on the other hand, are studied in a number of descriptive, empirical and

theoretical studies. Belloni and Beller (1976) and Boucek (2009), for example, discuss

general theories of party factions. Other studies question the impact of intra-party factional

politics on the ways parties behave in the wider political structure (Giannetti and Laver

2008), on party position-taking (Ceron 2012; Roemer 2001; Harmel and Tan 2003), on

coalition bargaining (Maor 1995), and on coalition termination (Druckman 1996). Fur-

thermore, a plethora of empirical studies of Japan’s party system have been contributed to

the literature, all focusing on the interactions of intra-party factions with diverse policy

4 Patty (2008) also treats party discipline as an endogenous outcome depending on the size of the majority.
More specifically, Patty (2008) argues that the strength of the majority party’s leadership in enforcing party
discipline is a decreasing function of the majority party’s seat share. Nevertheless, he focuses on the
incentives of the majority party leadership to determine its members’ vote choices; whereas here, the focus
is on the incentives of the party leader to keep her party united by preventing splits.
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preference and competing claims on party resources (Kato 1998; Cox and Rosenbluth

1995; Cox et al. 1999; Laver and Kato 2001).

In what follows, I consider faction leaders as exogenously determined notables within a

party, who possess the ambition required to be the party leader. Legislators, in turn, are the

sets of followers of faction leaders, who seek influence within the party to determine the

party’s policy. Focusing on the legislative incentives of factions, I explain party unity and

party split as endogenous outcomes of an intra-party bargaining game played among

faction leaders.

3 Party splits

Party splits are rare events. Nevertheless, they pose a constant threat to party leaders and

offer opportunities for the non-leadership factions to negotiate a redistribution of payoffs

(Giannetti and Laver 2001; Laver and Kato 2001; Ceron 2015). They occur when disloyal

members of a party coordinate on breaking away from their party (Kreuzer and Pettai

2009). Party splintering may take one of the three forms: The breakaway faction may form

a party on its own (e.g., the split in 1999 of France’s Front National (FN) and the sub-

sequent formation of National Republican Movement (MNR) by Mégret); merge with

another party (e.g., the split in 1994 of the Democratic Liberal Party (DLP) in South Korea

and the subsequent merger of the breakaway faction, named United Liberal Democratic

Party (ULD), with the existing New People’s Party (NPP) under the former’s name); or

form a new party by merging with a breakaway faction of another party (e.g., the formation

of the Kadima Party in 2005 by Ariel Sharon and his allies within his Likud Party and

prominent figures who defected from the Labour Party).

Conflict over a party’s ideological stance often is cited as the main factor behind party

splits. This usually occurs in the pre-electoral period when the party sets its policy. For

instance, Hatoyama, a senior figure in Japan’s New Party Harbinger, split along with his

faction from that party to form a new party called the ‘‘Democratic Party of Japan’’. The

defection occurred as a result of Hatoyama’s disagreements with the leader of New Party

Harbinger over the party’s strategy prior to the next general election (Keesing’s Record of

World Events).

The most important factor that facilitates factional splits is the party’s margin of

electoral security. It is argued that the task of party leaders is especially critical in gov-

ernments with slim seat majorities since all well organized factions are pivotal and can

threaten to bring the government down if they do not get their way (Cox and Rosenbluth

1995). If a faction succeeds in threatening the party leader credibly, it can extract a larger

payoff in the form of policy concessions, a larger share of the spoils in return for its

continued presence in the party, or both (Kreuzer and Pettai 2009).

Next, I turn to a simple model of party unity in a two-party system. In the model, parties

are conceptualized as coalitions of factions, composed of legislators with diverse policy

preferences. Faction leaders coordinate their members’ behavior and seek influence within

the party to determine the party’s policy position. Party leaders pursue two objectives,

which often conflict: implementing their preferred policy and continuing to lead by

keeping their party united.
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4 A preliminary model of party splits

4.1 Primitives and equilibrium concept

In this preliminary model, the party system is composed of two parties. Without loss of

generality, the party that is in government is a right-wing party, denoted as R, and itself

composed of two factions with divergent policy preferences, the leadership faction and the

non-leadership faction, with their leaders labeled R1 and R2.5

The main opposition party is the left-wing party, denoted as L. The seat shares of R1, R2

and L are denoted by sR1, sR2, and sL, respectively, with, sR2\sR1, that is, the non-

leadership faction commands a minority of the seats within the party. The policy space X is

assumed to be unidimensional, and x is the implemented policy. Faction leaders care both

about policy and holding onto R’s governing majority, but face a trade-off between the

two, indicated by g and k for R1 and R2, respectively. These trade-off parameters are the

values that R1 and R2 place on ideology as opposed to holding office. The faction leaders’

preferred policy positions are denoted by XL, XR2, and XR1, with an ordering of:

XL \XR2 \XR1.6

The model is a game between two players: R1 and R2. The game begins when Nature

chooses for R1 and R2 the trade-off parameters g and k from a uniform distribution over

the unit interval. Leaders know their own parameter but are uninformed about each other’s

parameter. However, they have prior beliefs about each other’s value, denoted by the

density function, f ðgÞ and f ðkÞ and the distribution function FðgÞ and FðkÞ respectively.

Both f ðgÞ and f ðkÞ have full support along the unit interval. Figure 1 displays the structure

of this game starting with the R2’s decision either to accept the status quo party policy,

which corresponds to R1’s preferred policy, or demand a policy concession from the party

leader R1, corresponding to R’s proportional influence in the party’s policy.7

If R2 accepts the status quo, R2 and R1 receive payoffs of �kjXR2 � XR1j and 0,

respectively.8 If R2 demands a policy concession from R1, the latter chooses either to

accept or reject the demand. If R1 accepts the R2’s demand, the game ends with each

faction having a say in the party’s policy proportional to its relative strength within the

party.9 Thus, R2 and R1 receive �kjXR2 � x�j and �gjXR1 � x�j, respectively, where x� 2
½XR2;XR1� refers to the party’s policy. If, however, R1 rejects R2’s demand, R2 can either

split from the party or stay within the party. If R2 breaks away from the party, this will

result in a party system with three parties, R1, R2 and L, none of which holding a majority

of the parliamentary seats.10

5 In the rest of the paper, R1 and R2 are used to denote both faction leaders and faction/party names.
6 The case in which R2 has a more extreme preference is discussed below.
7 One might ask why R2 would want to challenge R1 in the first place. It is assumed here is that all
governments are in equilibrium at the time of their formation following policy bargaining among actors with
diverse preferences (Browne et al. 1986). However, over their lifetimes parties face policy shocks, which
can change party positions on key policy dimensions, creating conflict among party factions (Laver and
Shepsle 1998).
8 The party leader gets a zero payoff because she can implement her preferred policy and therefore does not
experience disutility stemming from the policy distance between her policy position and the resulting policy.
9 Empirically, this would imply an equitable allocation of ministries, which have jurisdiction over the
policy areas for which they are held responsible.
10 Note that the non-leadership faction is assumed to be pivotal.
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If a split occurs, to simplify the results, it is assumed that the splinter faction will form a

winning coalition with either of the other two parties with equal probability.11 If a coalition

is formed between the new party and the party from which R2 has just split from, R2 and

R1 will receive �kjXR2 � x�j � k and �gjXR1 � x�j, respectively, where k stands for the

cost of forming a new party, including costs relating to name recognition, staffing, and so

on.12 Note that the coalition’s policy corresponds to the same one R2 had asked for before

the split.13

If a coalition is formed between R2 and L, R2 and R1 will receive �kjXR2 � x��j � k

and �gjXR1 � x��j � 1, respectively, where x�� refers to the coalition’s policy decided

based on the relative strength of the new party and the L party; 1 stands for the cost of

losing the premiership.14 Since the new party formed by R2 is assumed to be in the middle

of the left-right spectrum, the policy of a coalition formed with the left party is expected to

be further away from the R1’s preferred policy position. If R2 decides to stay within the

party at the last node, as the leader of the party, R1 will determine the party’s policy. In

addition to the payoff from party policy, R2 will also incur a cost from failed attempt to

R2

(−λ|XR2 − XR1|
0

)

Accept SQ

R1

(−λ|XR2 − x∗|
−η|XR1 − x∗|

)

Accept

R2

(
[−λ|XR2 − x∗| − λ|XR2 − x∗∗|]/2− k
−η|XR1 − x∗| − η|XR1 − x∗∗| − 1

)

Split

(−λ|XR2 − XR1| − a
0

)

Stay

Reject

Demand Policy Change

Fig. 1 Party split model

11 Even if the splinter faction is not centrally located, a winning coalition is most likely to be formed
between one of the larger parties and the small party (Baron 1991). Another point that needs clarification is
that the focus here is on legislative politics and not electoral politics. Electoral politics would affect the
expectations about the governments that are likely to form in the event of a split. If, for instance, one actor
expects to increase its seat share, this would change the coalition alternatives by making some coalitions
more likely than others and therefore affect the probability of a party split. However, the main intuition of
the current model would still apply to a model that also takes electoral considerations into account.
12 The k parameter includes the cost related to the electoral system, but it is meant to capture more than that.
In particular, in Eastern European countries, in the early years of 1990, k was small not only because of the
permissiveness of the electoral system, but also because none of the existing political parties had time to
build name recognition and reputational capital, hence lowering the cost of forming new parties.
13 It is assumed here that coalition parties will have a proportional say in the government’s policy. This is in
fact in line with the prediction of Gamson’s Law, which refers to the strong empirical regularity that the
proportion of cabinet ministries received by each government party tends strongly to be equal to the
proportion of legislative seats contributed by that party to the government’s seat total (Gamson 1961).
14 This is analogous to having an indicator function that takes the value 1 when the party leader holds the
premiership position, and 0 otherwise.
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split, denoted as a, which can be considered as a punishment for dissenting members in the

form of a lesser chance of getting new ministerial appointments or a smaller share of the

party’s non-policy resources. Thus, R2 and R1 will receive a payoff of �kjXR2 � XR1j � a

and 0, respectively.

I restrict the analysis to pure strategy, perfect Bayesian equilibiria (PBE), which require

that (1) each player’s action is sequentially rational given his beliefs and the other player’s

strategy, and (2) beliefs about the other player’s type are formed by Bayes’ rule from

observed strategies. To keep things simple, it is assumed below that xR1 ¼ 1, XR2 ¼ 0 and

XL ¼ �1, and that both R1 and L have equal seat shares in the legislature. While this is a

highly simplifying assumption, the model provides intuition about a more general model,

which is discussed in the following section. The implication of setting XR2 ¼ 0 and XR1 ¼
1 is that x� corresponds to the relative strength of R1 within the party, that is

x� ¼ sR1

sR1þsR2
� s, which is moving closer to the minority faction leader’s ideal point as sR2

increases. The implication of setting sR1 ¼ sL is that x�= �x��.

4.1.1 Strategies

R2’s decision to split In the event of a split in the governing party, it is assumed that the

breakaway faction will form a coalition with either of the mainstream parties, R1 or L, with

equal probability. Hence, if the faction leader’s demand is rejected by R1, R2 will split

from the party if the utility that he gets from a split exceeds his utility from staying within

the party, that is, if

k[
k � a

1 � s

This condition states that R2 will decide to split from the party if the value he places on

ideology is large enough to cover the cost of splitting.

R1’s decision to reject R2’s demand Let p be the probability that R2 splits from the

party given that R1 rejects R2’s demand. R1’s expected utility from conceding to R2’s

demand given that R2 decided to challenge R1, is

�gð1 � sÞ

R1’s excepted utility from rejecting R20s demand is

pð�g� 1

2
Þ

Therefore, R1 will reject R2’s demand if and only if

g[
p

2ð1 � p� sÞ

where it is required that p\ð1 � sÞ, that is, R2 will not split from the party with certainty

even if the share of R1 within the party, s, is close to 0.

R2’s decision to demand a policy concession Let q be the probability that R1 will reject

R2’s demand. R2’s decision to demand a policy concession will depend on R1’s probability

of accepting or rejecting this demand and R2’s comparable utility from staying in the party

or splitting from it at the last node. If R2’s utility from staying in the party is greater than

his utility from splitting, he will demand a policy concession from R1, which occurs if and

only if
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q\
kð1 � sÞ

kð1 � sÞ þ a

This implies that if no cost is incurred from dissenting following a failed attempt to split,

that is, if a ¼ 0, R2 will demand a policy concession as long as there is some chance that

R1 will accept his demand, that is, q\1.

4.1.2 Equilibria

Because of incomplete information, players cannot directly observe each other’s payoff,

but can infer it from their behavior. This uncertainty creates an opportunity for R2 to bluff.

Bluffing occurs when some types of R2 that would not split from the party at the final node

make a demand in an attempt to convince R1 that their payoff from splitting is higher than

it really is. R2 demands a policy concession from R1 and splits at the final node whenever

k[ k�a
1�s

, that is, when the value R2 attaches to policy is greater than the cost of splitting

from the party. However, the incentive to bluff implies that some R2 types, namely those

for which k\ k�a
1�s

, also break away from the party at the final node. In equilibrium, R1

rejects R2’s demand only if her expected value from a split is high enough to take the risk.

This yields the following proposition:

Proposition 1 (Stable party equilibria) The following strategies and beliefs constitute an

equilibrium of the game:15

(1:1) If 3 ðk � aÞ � ð1 � sÞð2sþ 1Þ� 0;

(a) R2 plays (demand, split) if k[ k�a
1�s

and (demand, stay) otherwise.

(b) Let p denote R1’s posterior belief that k[ k�a
1�s

given a challenge; then

p ¼ ð1 � sÞ � ðk � aÞ
1 � s

(c) R1 plays accept.

(1:2) If
k � a

1 � s
� 1;

(a) R2 plays (SQ, stay)

(b) p ¼ 0

(c) R1 plays reject.

Condition (1.1) corresponds to the case wherein all types of R1 accept a demand made

by R2; hence, all types of R2 demand a policy concession. Condition (1.2), on the other

hand, corresponds to the case in which no possible type of R2 demands a policy conces-

sion, following which the status quo is maintained. While both equilibria imply stability in

the party, they correspond to two different types of party government. In the first case, we

observe a democratic party government, wherein the leadership and non-leadership fac-

tions both have says in the party’s policy, whereas in the second case, the party’s policy

favors the leadership faction.

15 The formal derivations of the equilibria are presented in the Online Appendix.
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Proposition 2 (Party split equilibria) The following strategies and beliefs constitute an

equilibrium of the game:

(2:1) If 3ðk � aÞ � ð1 � sÞð2sþ 1Þ[ 0� t

where t ¼ kð1�sÞ½ðk�aÞ�ð1�sÞ�þa½3ðk�aÞ�ð1�sÞð2sþ1Þ�
2að1�sÞ2 ;

(a) R2 plays (demand, split) if k[ k�a
1�s

and (demand, stay) otherwise.

(b) p ¼ ð1�sÞ�ðk�aÞ
1�s

(c) R1 plays reject if g[ ð1�sÞ�ðk�aÞ
2½ðk�aÞ�sð1�sÞ� � g� and plays accept otherwise.

(2:2) If 0\t\
k � a

1 � s
\1;

(a) R2 plays (demand, split) if k[ k�a
1�s

, (demand, stay) if t\k\ k�a
1�s

and plays

(SQ, stay) if 0\k\t

(b) p ¼ ð1�sÞ�ðk�aÞ
ð1�sÞð1�tÞ

(c) R1 plays reject if g[ ð1�sÞ�ðk�aÞ
2½ð1�sÞ½ð1�tÞð1�sÞ�1�þðk�aÞ� � g�� and plays accept otherwise.

Note that in (2.2) t denotes the threshold type in the ½0; k�a
1�s

� range such that R2 chal-

lenges R1 if t\k\ k�a
1�s

but keeps the status quo if 0\k\t.

In this class of equilibria, the party splits with positive probability. In (2.1), all types

of R2 prefer to demand a concession, but some demands are rejected by R1. In par-

ticular, R1 rejects R2’s demand if g[g�, that is, if the relative value of policy is high

enough.

In (2.2), certain types of R2 prefer to maintain the status quo, and therefore do not

challenge the party leader. On the other hand, those types of R2 who demand con-

cessions may decide to split from the party, provided that R1 rejects their demand,

which occurs if g[g��. Note, however, that in (2.2), as compared to (2.1), R2’s prob-

ability of breaking away from the party following a rejected demand is higher, making

the threat of R2 to split more credible. For this reason, the threshold level of g above

which R1 rejects demands is higher in (2.2) than (2.1), that is g��[g�; hence, corrob-

orating the fact that the probability of accepting a demand by R2 is greater when the

threat is credible.

Also, in both (2.1) and (2.2), the probability that R1 will reject R2’s demand is

decreasing in g. This is because as g declines, the value of office for R1 becomes more

important, and R1 finds it harder to refuse R2, which can in turn form a coalition with the

opposition party.

Table 1 summarizes the propositions. It lists the four conditions, which represent an

exclusive and exhaustive partition of all possible cases, and shows for each condition the

probability of the minority faction challenging the leadership faction, the probability of the

leadership faction rejecting the minority faction’s demand and the probability of observing

a party split.

The probability of a split is zero in the first two cases, which I call ‘‘stable party

equilibria’’. The first case (1.1) corresponds to a situation in which R1 cannot risk losing

incumbency and therefore changes the party’s policy according to R2’s demand. The

second case (1.2) corresponds to a situation in which no possible types of R2 exist for

whom k[ k�a
1�s

, that is, it is never rational for R2 to split at the last node because
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implementing his ideal policy is never a priority. Therefore, he does not challenge the party

leader in the first place.16

In the last two cases (2.1), (2.2), called ‘‘party split equilibria’’, when faced with a treat

of split, unlike (1.1), a positive probability exists that R1 will reject the demand made by

R2. In particular, in (2.1) some threats are not credible. As the probability that the threat is

genuine falls the probability that R1 will reject the demand rises. In (2.2), compared to

(2.1), R2 is less likely to demand a concession from R1. This implies that when a demand is

made by R2, it is highly likely that it is genuine, which increases its probability of

acceptance.

Since a split is never observed in (1.1) and (1.2), I focus on the remaining two cases to

examine how the probability of a split is affected by a change in our variables of interest,

namely k, a and s.

4.1.3 Comparative statics

Comparative statics on the parameters of the model are given in Table 2, with proofs

provided in the Online Appendix.

The table shows that in (2.1), the probability of a challenge by the minority faction

leader is unaffected by the cost of forming a new party (k), the cost of dissent following a

failed attempt to split (a), and the relative weight of the leadership faction (s), implying that

a demand for a policy concession always is made. In (2.2), however, the probability of a

challenge increases with a smaller k, larger a and smaller s. These relations imply that the

minority faction’s leader is likely to challenge the party leader if it is not very costly to

form a new party (e.g., when the electoral system does not raise barriers to new entrants) or

if the punishment by the party leader following a failed attempt to split is harsh (e.g., if

members of the minority faction are disfavored in candidate selection). More interestingly,

a smaller seat share for the leadership faction also makes it more vulnerable to challenges

by the minority faction.

The response of the party leader to a given challenge and the probability of a party split,

in turn, depend on whether the threat of breaking away is credible. In (2.1), the probability

of rejection rises with k, declines with a, and rises with s. Since some threats that are

credible but considered non-credible by R1 are also rejected, these comparative statics

imply that the probability of a split also rises with k, declines with a, and rises with s.

In (2.2), on the other hand, the probability of rejecting a demand made by R2 rises with

k and declines with both a and s. What is more important is that, the effect of these

parameters on the probability of splitting is now the opposite of the previous case.

Accordingly, with a credible threat of splintering, the probability of a split declines with k,

Table 1 Equilibrium probabilities

Proposition: condition R2 demands R1 rejects Party splits

(1.1): 3ðk � aÞ � ð1 � sÞð2sþ 1Þ� 0 1 0 0

(1.2): k�a
1�s

� 1 0 1 0

(2.1): 3ðk � aÞ � ð1 � sÞð2sþ 1Þ[ 0� t 1 3ðk�aÞ�ð1�sÞð2sþ1Þ
2½ðk�aÞ�sð1�sÞ�

3ðk�aÞ�ð1�sÞð2sþ1Þ
2½ðk�aÞ�sð1�sÞ� 9

ð1�sÞ�ðk�aÞ
1�s

(2.2): 0\t\ k�a
1�s

\1 1-t kð1�sÞ
kð1�sÞþa

k½ð1�sÞ�ðk�aÞ�
kð1�sÞþa

16 Remember that the maximum value that k can take is 1.
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rises with a, and declines with s. Remember that as the strength of the leadership faction

within the party increases, the policy of a coalition formed between the splinter faction and

the opposition party moves towards the opposition party’s policy position. This result

implies that a strong party leader, in fear of a distant policy that might emerge from a

coalition between the dissenting faction and the opposition party, along with losing

incumbency, would prefer to compromise on the party’s policy in return for unity. The

predictions of the party split model are summarized in the following proposition:

Proposition 3 (Probability of a party split) Given a non-credible threat of splitting (case

(2.1)), the probability of splintering rises with the cost of splitting (k), declines with the

cost of dissent (a) and rises with the relative strength of the leadership faction within the

party (s). With a credible threat of splitting (case (2.2)), the probability of splintering

declines with the cost of splitting (k), rises with the cost of dissent (a) and declines with the

relative strength of the leadership faction within the party (s).

5 Toward a more general model of party split

In the model above, in order to make the analysis tractable, it was assumed that R2 is

equidistant from both R1 and L (XR1 ¼ 1, XR2 ¼ 0 and XL ¼ �1), and that sR1 ¼ sL. The

implication of these restrictive assumptions was to set x� ¼ s1

s1þs2
� s and x�= �x��. In other

words, information on the policy positions and relative seat shares of both parties was

condensed in s. The model becomes intractable when we allow for more realistic

assumptions. Because of this difficulty, I draw below inferences about a more realistic

model based on the findings of the preliminary model by using some examples of party seat

distributions and ideological locations. While these are not formal extensions of the

model’s results, they improve our understanding about party unity and party splits in more

general settings even when we cannot do a full comparative statics analysis for the general

model.

In particular, I focus on case (2.2), in which threats by R2 are credible. The main

predictions of the preliminary model with respect to seat shares in this particular case is

that as the seat share of the party leader’s faction increases, the demand for policy con-

cession decreases; however if a demand is made, the party leader’s probability of rejecting

it falls. As a result, the party is less likely to split.

Table 2 Equilibrium comparative statics on model parameters

Equilibrium behavior/outcome Case Cost of split Cost of dissent R1’s strength
k a s

R2 demands policy concession 2 (1) 0 0 0

2 (2) � ? �
R1 rejects R2’s demand 2 (1) ? � ?

2 (2) ? � �
Party splits 2 (1) ? � ?

2 (2) � ? �

? Indicates an increasing relationship, � indicates a decreasing relationship and 0 indicates no change
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5.1 Seat shares and party splits

Figure 2 illustrates some examples to show the impact of varying seat shares of the actors

in the system after holding their ideological position constant and assuming that policy of

the new coalition is determined in proportion to the relative strength of the constitutive

factions or parties.

The first example in Fig. 2 corresponds to the case (2.2) analyzed above. It tells us that

holding the seat shares of the leadership faction and the opposition party constant, an

increase in the relative weight of the leadership faction within the party is likely to reduce

the probability of splintering.

The same relationship between greater weight for the leadership faction and the

probability of splitting also can be seen in the second example, wherein the seat share of

the opposition party increases. In the third and fourth examples, the weight of the lead-

ership faction within the party remains constant, however, the seat share of the party in the

party system changes. Accordingly, when the majority status of the government party

decreases (increases), the probability of a split also decreases (increases).

Fig. 2 The Relationship between seat shares and the probability of a party split
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All these examples indicate that the probability of a party split increases when either the

majority of the governing party is larger or the strength of the leadership faction is smaller.

With wider majorities, the policy outcomes following a possible split will be closer to the

party leader’s preferred position, hence making the split less threatening. The probability

of rejecting the minority faction leader’s demand therefore is greater and party splits

become more likely than in the case of narrower majorities. Likewise, when the relative

strength of the leadership faction falls (and that of the minority faction rises), the policy

resulting from a possible coalition between the splinter faction and the opposition party

will not be too far away from the preferred policy of the party leader. Hence, party unity

will be stronger when the relative strength of the leadership faction within the party

increases.

5.2 Ideological positions and party splits

In the model, a threat of splintering becomes credible only if the weight placed by the

minority faction leader on policy is large enough, that is k[ k�a
1�s

. Therefore, an increase in

the ideological distance between factions makes the threat of splintering credible and a

split more likely. With ideologically close factions, any threat would signal a motivation

for office and a low k. Under these conditions, a threat of splintering is never credible.

On the other hand, increasing the ideological distance between parties in parliament

would make policy concessions more likely and a split in the government party less likely

than when the party system is less polarized. This result follows from the fact that with an

increase in the ideological distance between the parties in the legislature, the majority

party’s leader has much to lose from a possible coalition excluding her party, as �x�� will

be too far away from her preferred position.

If the minority faction is more extremist than the party leader’s faction, that is, if the

ideological ordering of the actors in the parliament is XL \ XR1 \ XR2 rather than XL\
XR2 \ XR1, the credibility of a threat will decline substantially. In particular, if L and R2

form a coalition, the resulting policy may correspond to the preferred policy of R1. This in

turn reduces the incentive for R2 to demand policy concession in the first place. Yet, for

very low values of g, R1 would still have an incentive to pull the party’s policy towards R2

because she would not want to risk losing office.

Nevertheless, a policy preference ordering XL \ XR1 \XR2 would also make the

coalition between R1 and R2 more likely following a split because L and R2, the two

extreme parties in parliament, would have difficulty in reconciling their position. The

implication of this is that R1’s leader has less to fear from a split, as she is likely to form

the government again. Therefore, she would more easily reject R2’s demands.

6 Empirical evidence

By analyzing 254 factions within Italy’s political parties from 1946 to 2011 period, Ceron

(2015) shows that, in accordance with the model’s predictions, disproportional electoral

systems reduce the probability of splits by increasing the cost of exit (k), whereas closed-

list PR systems, in which party leaders have control over the selection of candidates and

easily can punish dissenters (a), exhibit larger probabilities of splintering.17 Among other

17 The theoretical model presented in this paper is on single-party majority governments analyzed in the
context of two-party systems. In a multi-party system, such as Italy, the coalition formation dynamics
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things, Ceron (2015) also finds that the probability of splitting rises when the governing

party’s majority is large (when the majority’s seat share exceeds 63 %), corroborating our

claim that under these circumstances a possible coalition between the splintering faction

and the opposition party is likely to result in a policy that is not too far away from the ideal

policy of the party leader. The opposite is true when the government’s majority is small.

Furthermore, the model implies that a pre-condition for credibly threatening a split is

that the ideological distance between party factions is wide enough. However, information

on factional politics is not made public, hindering empirical studies of intra-party divisions

outside a few party systems with institutionalized factions such as Japan and Italy

(Giannetti and Laver 2008; Cox et al. 1999; Cox and Rosenbluth 1995; Bouissou 2001).

Even then, it is extremely difficult to measure the policy position of factions in a systematic

way. Ceron (2015) fills a gap in the literature by estimating the policy position of Italian

factions using content analysis of motions presented during party congresses. By mea-

suring the Euclidean distance between the factions’ ideal points and the weighted mean of

all factions, he finds that greater distance between factions increases the probability of a

split.

The model also implies that party splits become more likely when the ideological

distance between parties in the system widens. Between 1958 and 2010, 24 party splits

occurred in Italy. During the same period, party system polarization also was rising. While

it is not an evidence of causality, the correlation between the number of splits at each

electoral period and party system polarization is positive and ranges between 0.10 and

0.28, lending further support to the model’s predictions.18

7 Conclusion and future research

The biggest changes to legislative party systems are caused by groups of legislators who

decide to break away from their party to form a new one. While party splits are rare events,

they may have considerable effects on the political system. This paper sheds light on party

unity and party splits by examining intra-party factional dynamics.

Focusing on single-party majority governments, I show that given a credible threat by

the minority faction, the probability of party splintering declines with the cost of forming a

new party, and increases with the cost of dissent following a failed attempt to split.

Furthermore, I find that parties will be more unified when the leadership faction’s weight

within the party is large. With the help of examples, I also show informally that party unity

is expected to be high when the governing party has a narrow majority and the two main

parties in the system are ideologically distant from one another.

Footnote 17 continued
following a split are expected to be different, making some coalitions more likely than others and affecting
the actors’ actions ex-ante. However, the main intuition of the model’s results extends to multi-party cases
since in multi-party systems, as in two-party systems, political competition often takes place between the
government’s main party leader (who is usually also the leader of the largest party) and the main opposition
party leader (who is also usually the leader of the second largest party) who compete for the prime minister’s
position. Comparative data on governments shows that out of the 304 governments formed in 12 advanced
industrialized democracies between 1960 and 2005, 242 (80%) had the largest party’s leader and 38 (12%)
had the second largest party’s leader as the PM (Mutlu-Eren 2010).
18 Following Ezrow (2007), the polarization variable is measured as the weighted average of the absolute
deviations of party positions from the weighted mean of all parties. Alternative measures include Dalton’s
polarization measure (Dalton 2008) and the standard deviations of party policies. Party positions are coded
using Comparative Manifesto Data (Klingemann et al. 2006).
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The policy implications of the findings presented in this paper are that when parties are

sufficiently heterogeneous, party system fragmentation can be avoided through (1) a more

diverse party government wherein all factions contribute to the party’s policy in proportion

to their seat shares, (2) a disproportional electoral system, or (3) a decentralized candidate

selection rule that reduces party splits by lowering the cost of dissent for unhappy factions.

While the model sheds light on the determinants of party splits, one possible extension

would be to expand the number of parties included in the model. Currently, a possible

distant policy outcome is what derives the model’s main results. Therefore, intuition tells

us that the results still would hold in the presence of more than two parties, as long as one

party’s faction has a viable coalition partner with whom it can form a coalition whose

policy is further away from the governing party’s position. However, with more parlia-

mentary parties, the governing party may no longer be able to form a coalition with a

splinter faction. Taking into account all of these dynamics and modeling the coalition

formation stage would require imposing more structure and additional assumptions on the

current model, which I leave for future work.

Furthermore, this paper looks at party unity and the possibility of a party split in

government parties. This analysis can be extended to all other parties, particularly those

that do not have any chance of getting into the government. One implication of the current

model for these parties, which I would like to examine in future work, is that party leaders

will be more likely to reject policy concessions asked by minority faction leaders since

they derive utility mainly from policies consistent with their own preferences and do not

fear losing incumbency to marginal parties who do not win seats in parliament.

Finally, to provide a comprehensive assessment of the theoretical findings of this paper

rigorous empirical tests that use cross-sectional data are needed. While it may not be an

easy task to identify party factions as well as their seat shares and policy positions across

multiple political parties, as a first step, I would like to analyze the predictions of the model

presented in this paper regarding the costs of splintering, the cost of dissent following a

failed attempt to split, and the ideological distance between the parties in the legislature as

well as those outside of it. This requires collecting data on electoral systems, candidate

selection rules, and the policy positions of parties, which I also leave for future work.
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