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Abstract: Any electoral institution that aims to sustain peaceful and democratic 
government after civil war must enable citizens to overcome two successive problems. 
First, it must make the distribution of benefits to potential spoilers proportionate to their 
relative bargaining power, where bargaining power equals capabilities to use violence. 
Second, it must adaptively reallocate spoils over time to accommodate fluctuations in the 
value of spoils and violent capabilities of potential spoilers. We examine two polar-
opposite kinds of post-conflict institutions Ð majoritarian and power-sharing institutions Ð 
to show how neither can robustly solve the two problems. We propose a novel Òturn-
takingÓ electoral institution designed to solve both. With this mechanism, the whole 
executive term goes to a sufficiently-inclusive supermajority coalition; if no coalition 
qualifies, major coalitions take short, alternating turns several times before the next 
election. A game-theoretic model formalizes our claims about the barriers and pathways 
to constitutional democracy after civil war. 
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1. Introduction 

When attempting to resolve these conflicts, enforcement does matter, but only in the 
short term. If outside states truly expect these settlements to last over time, they must 
consider how the institutional parameters of any new government shape groupsÕ 
expectations about their future security and factor into decisions to fight or cooperate. 
Military force may be crucial for demobilization, but creative institutional design matters 
far more in the long run. 
 -- Barbara F. Walter, Committing to Peace (2002, 168, emphasis added) 
 

Over the last thirty years the vast majority of battle deaths Ð whether combatant or 
civilian Ð have been caused by civil wars, not international wars.1 Major civil conflicts 
have destroyed lives and livelihoods in the Sudan, the Democratic Republic of Congo, 
Somalia, Liberia, Angola, Rwanda, Burundi, Guatemala, El Salvador, Nicaragua, the 
Philippines and Sri Lanka, among other states. 

Given the high costs of war, it is puzzling that would-be belligerents cannot strike 
a bargain to avoid violent conflict (Fearon 1995). This is especially true in the case of 
civil war, where participants have democracy as a potential mechanism for conflict 
resolution. Even if war cannot be avoided, it is puzzling that Ð after information is 
revealed on the battlefield Ð participants continue to opt for violent conflict instead of 
identifying a democratic alternative that works for both sides.  

The empirical record of democracy as a peaceful substitute for civil war is not 
encouraging (Gurses and Mason 2008; Hartzell and Hoddie 2007; Wantchekon and 
Neeman 2002). Even when an outside party enforces a negotiated settlement, the 
recurrence of conflict remains likely (Walter 2002). An important part of such 
settlements is the way in which electoral institutions allocate decision-making or control 
rights. Different electoral institutions give elected elites different incentives to abide by 
the terms of the settlement, to enforce the terms, and to adapt the terms in mutually 
productive ways. If elites do not expect settlements to be enforced, they are not likely to 
negotiate and sign a conflict-ending settlement in the first place (Higley and Gunther 
1992; Fearon 1998); instead, they are likely to keep fighting either until they are forced to 
stop by third parties, or until one side emerges as the decisive victor. If participants 
expect the settlement to be enforced but not adapted, then even if conflict ends for a 
while, repression or civil war may resume once shifting conditions make the terms 
unacceptable to one side (Powell 1999; Werner 1999; Roeder and Rothchild 2005; 
Davenport et. al. 2005).  

The fundamental question is this: can electoral institutions help warring parties 
get out and stay out of civil war? To answer this question, we provide a theoretical 

                                                
1 From 1990 to 2002, for example, over 90% of the battle-deaths globally were from civil wars (Lacina 
2006; Lacina and Gleditsch 2005). 
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framework to understand why most electoral institutions fail to offer either an initial 
escape or a sustainable escape from civil conflict. We then use that framework to propose 
an alternative institution that is more conducive to doing both. Drawing on the literature 
on self-enforcing constitutions (Hardin 1991; Przeworski 1991; Bates et. al. 2002; 
Genicot and Skaperdas 2002; Fearon 2006; North, Wallis, and Weingast 2009), we argue 
that any post-civil war electoral institution that aims to initiate and sustain democratic 
government must enable elites to overcome two successive barriers. First, it must make 
the distribution of benefits to potential spoilers proportionate to their relative bargaining 
power, where bargaining power is a function of capabilities to use violence. Second, it 
must adaptively reallocate spoils over time to accommodate ongoing fluctuations in the 
value of spoils and the violent capabilities of potential spoilers.2 We will refer to these 
successive problems as the Òstatic spoiler problemÓ and the Òdynamic spoiler problem,Ó 
respectively. 

We use the two-stage framework of spoiler problems to think about two polar-
opposite kinds of post-conflict institutions: majoritarian electoral institutions and power-
sharing institutions. We consider an electoral institution majoritarian when parties 
contest for a single, powerful executive office, typically through plurality rule or run-off 
voting.3 Although power-sharing institutions are heterogeneous in design, for present 
purposes we follow Lijphart in defining power-sharing institutions as those that mandate 
Òparticipation of representatives of all significant communal groups in political decision 
making, especially at the executive level,Ó coupled with autonomy for groups to run their 
own affairs (Lijphart 2004).  

Unfortunately, neither majoritarian nor power-sharing institutions are designed to 
solve both spoiler problems in succession. Majoritarian institutions fail to overcome the 
first. Power-sharing institutions overcome the first problem, but fail to overcome the 
second.  

This article proposes a Òturn-taking institution,Ó a novel electoral mechanism 
designed to solve both variants of the spoiler problems. With this mechanism, the whole 
executive term goes to a sufficiently inclusive supermajority coalition; if no coalition 
qualifies, major coalitions take short, alternating turns several times around before the 
next election. We focus on the case where a supermajority of 60% wins the whole term, 
or else the first and second-place parties take alternating one-year turns over a four-year 
term.4  

                                                
2 In principle we can extend our arguments to accommodate the shifting identities of those who count as 
potential spoilers.  
3 There are a number of well-known alternatives to plurality rule and run-off voting (for example, instant 
run-off voting, the Borda count, approval voting, and range voting). These alternatives are reviewed at 
length elsewhere (Horowitz 2003). Our contention, which must go undefended here, is that these 
alternatives Ð like plurality rule and run-off voting Ð fail to address the static and dynamic spoiler problems.  
4 Here we will focus on the case where partiesÕ sizes only fluctuate within the range where the top two 
parties take turns, as this greatly simplifies the exposition. We think the turn-taking institution would solve 
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This mechanism takes inspiration from classical and contemporary examples of 
rotating executives, among them the Roman consuls during the Roman Republic (on and 
off, from ~500 BCE to ~100 BCE), the Presidency during the Frente Nacional in 
Colombia (1958-1974), the Presidency of the Council of the European Union (1958-
2006), and the Presidency of Bosnia-Herzegovina (1998-present). The turn-taking 
institution differs from these examples Ð and they differ from one another Ð in theory-
relevant ways. The short list of differences would include the number of parties eligible 
to take turns, the way the term is divided into turns, whether the assignment of turns is 
fixed or responsive to electoral outcomes, and whether the existence of turn-taking at all 
is fixed or responsive to electoral outcomes. This means we cannot treat these examples 
as multiple instances of a single mechanism to which we could apply qualitative or large-
n analysis. For this reason, we begin the inquiry into the properties of turn-taking 
institutions by proposing theory-informed conjectures that we hope will provoke testing 
in the lab and in the field.  Specifically, we conjecture that the turn-taking institution 
would solve both the static and dynamic spoiler problems. 

 
Table 1. Three electoral institutions and their proposed abilities to solve the static and 
dynamic spoiler problems. 
 

This paper makes one ÒexplanatoryÓ contribution and one ÒdesignÓ contribution. 
The explanatory contribution is to explain why majoritarian and power-sharing 
institutions fail to solve the static and dynamic spoiler problems, and therefore fail to 
prevent recurrent civil conflict. The design contribution is to offer a novel electoral 
mechanism that is more suitable to the end of building a sustainable post-civil war peace.  

The paper proceeds as follows. The second section lays out our informal 
framework. The third section presents our formal framework for comparing the turn-
taking institution with majoritarian and power-sharing institutions. The fourth section 
describes the causal mechanisms underpinning the conjectures that the turn-taking 
institution would overcome the static and the dynamic spoiler problems. The fifth section 
tests the conjectures against three conditions, individually and cumulatively hostile to the 
conjecturesÕ validity: we show that the turn-taking institutionÕs performance is robust to 
high levels of time-discounting, high levels of incumbency advantage, and limited 

                                                                                                                                            
the spoiler problems in cases where partiesÕ sizes also fluctuate to allow one party to cross the 
supermajority threshold, but to defend this assertion is beyond the scope of this paper.  
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capabilities to make commitments. The sixth section discusses the results. The seventh 
section considers paths for future research and concludes. 
 
2. The balance of spoils and potential spoilers 
 
 In this section we apply major concepts from the literature on self-enforcing 
constitutions to frame our evaluation of existing post-conflict electoral solutions and the 
turn-taking alternative we propose. We limit our discussion to election of the executive. 
 We refer to the overarching problem of initiating and sustaining post-conflict 
peace as the Òspoiler problems.Ó5 Relevant players may prefer to initiate or continue civil 
conflict rather than abide by a particular institutional arrangement, thereby spoiling a 
civil war peace agreement.  

The static spoiler problem. The first challenge for any post-conflict settlement is 
to make the distribution of benefits to potential spoilers proportionate to their relative 
bargaining power, where bargaining power is a function of capabilities to use violence. 
We refer to this as the Òstatic spoiler problem.Ó The matching of spoils and violent 
capabilities can be disproportionate in two ways: either oneÕs expected stream of spoils in 
a peace settlement is too small relative to oneÕs capabilities, or else it is too large. This 
matching is difficult insofar as there is uncertainty regarding the value or reliability of 
certain streams of benefits, as well as regarding relative capabilities for violence (North, 
Wallis and Weingast 2009). If potential spoilers underestimate the magnitude of benefits 
they would receive and overestimate their capabilities for violence Ð biases that are all 
too common in situations of conflict (Babcock and Loewenstein 1997) Ð the bargaining 
space that makes a settlement acceptable may disappear altogether. 

The dynamic spoiler problem. Even if the static spoiler problem is overcome, it 
can unravel as circumstances shift. This is the Òdynamic spoiler problem.Ó It is 
tremendously difficult to adaptively reallocate spoils to accommodate fluctuations in the 
perceived value of spoils, the violent capabilities of potential spoilers, and the personal 
and group identities of the potential spoilers.  

What drives these fluctuations? It would be difficult to provide an exhaustive list, 
but a partial list suffices to show why extant allocations become outmoded so reliably. 
The value of spoils (e.g. rights to control land, monopoly privileges, appointments) can 
fluctuate for a variety of reasons. The value of resource-extraction rights fluctuates with 
the discovery or depletion of resources (oil, natural gas, diamonds or minerals), as well as 
with the prices of substitutes in global markets (Collier and Hoeffler 2005). The value of 
appointments fluctuates with the salary and perquisites (including bribes) that appointees 
can expect to gain, which themselves depend upon changing economic conditions (Bates 
2008).  

                                                
5 We draw on Stedman (1997), Hardin (1999), Powell (1999), Acemoglu and Robinson (2005), and North, 
Wallis, and Weingast (2009). 
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Potential spoilersÕ relative capabilities to use violence fluctuate with changes to 
the size, organization and capabilities of their coalition. The size of coalitions may ebb 
and/or flow with demographic change, with ideological conversions, with promised 
material payoffs from policy, or with the relative personal charisma of leaders (Higley 
and Gunther 1992). The organization of coalitions may shift with the availability of social 
technologies (e.g. the corporation, the internet) or events (e.g. famines, recessions, the 
threat from the other coalition) that make it more or less easy to coordinate (Acemoglu 
and Robinson 2006). Changes in capabilities may be a result of wealth gains/losses, 
technological innovation, or shifting alliances with international actors. 

Why are these fluctuations difficult to accommodate? The dynamic spoiler 
problem is not merely a series of static spoiler problems. The need for dynamic re-
allocation makes each static allocation more difficult, as the anticipation of shifts in the 
balance of spoils and bargaining power limits the ability of players to reach agreements in 
the first place (Powell 1999).  

When a potential spoilerÕs claim on spoils within status quo institutions is 
inadequate and renegotiation fails, civil war ensues. Civil war therefore offers the 
backstop ÒsolutionÓ for the spoiler problem Ð insofar as civil war reallocates spoils to 
those with relatively greater capacities to use violence Ð but only at a great cost of lost 
lives, wealth and well-being (Fearon 1995). 

There is another solution, however, that does not come with these destructive side 
effects: multiplying the benefits of peace so that potential spoilers prefer peace even in 
circumstances where they have the military advantage. This can be achieved only when 
potential spoilers have incentives to form, enforce and adapt mutually productive 
agreements governing the policy-making process (North, Wallis and Weingast 2009). 
However, it is difficult for elites to form, enforce, and adapt agreements regarding the 
proper rules of the game.6 

While Òform, enforce and adaptÓ is the chronological order of the elements, their 
strategic logic puts them in a different order: Òenforce, form, and adapt.Ó The ability to 
enforce agreements is necessary but not sufficient to the ability to form them, as parties 
will not waste time and resources negotiating agreements that stand no chance of being 
enforced. The ability to form and enforce agreements is necessary but not sufficient to the 
ability to adapt them. The adaptive process consists of forming and enforcing a series of 
bargains in regular succession. Even if elites can do this once, they may not be able to do 
so repeatedly. 

First, it is difficult to enforce agreements. Office-seekers who are aware of the 
difficulty of sustaining agreement can use the strategy of Òdivide and ruleÓ to increase 
their chances of winning or retaining office by playing off one subset of citizens against 
others (Weingast 1997; 2005). This could mean allocating spoils in the form of 

                                                
6 With some variations, this is the account given by Heckathorn and Maser (1987), North (1990), Hardin 
(1991, 1999), Elster (1995), Weingast (1997, 2005), and North, Wallis and Weingast (2009). 
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appointments, subsidies, tax-breaks, and monopoly privileges (Olson 1983; Krueger 
1990; Murphy, Shleifer and Vishny 1993; Geddes 1994; Bates 2008). It could also mean 
selecting public policies that Ð through their bias for or against a particular ideology, 
region or ethnicity Ð mobilize the base and divide or de-mobilize the opposition (Downs 
1957; Horowitz 1985; Davenport et. al. 2005; Davenport 2007; Cox 2009). These 
distributionally biased policies can allow office-seekers to survive or flourish politically, 
even though the policies destroy wealth and well-being relative to a world in which 
office-seekers refrained from strategically skewing policies (Robinson 1998; Bueno de 
Mesquita et. al. 2003).  

Second, even if agreements could be enforced, it is difficult to form a particular 
agreement in the first place. Non-immediate benefits from establishing the proper 
structures and scope of executive office are obscured by the complexity of social, 
political, and economic phenomena (Jervis 1998; Friedman 2005). By contrast, 
individuals tend to have a clearer conception of their narrow and short-run interests, 
which are often in conflict with the narrow and short-run interests of others. In the short-
run, depending on the policies proposed, the interests of hawks and doves, producers and 
consumers, the old and the young, and the rich and the poor can be set in conflict. A 
subset of citizens Ð whether swing voters, base voters, or special interests Ð can typically 
reap immediate benefits from allowing the government to wield authority on its behalf.  

Third, it is typically difficult to adapt an agreement, once formed and enforced. 
There is a tension between Òstrength and flexibility, commitment and mutabilityÓ (Bednar 
2009, 1). If it is expected that any new agreement will itself be renegotiated in the near 
future, then the credibility of commitment to the new agreement is undermined, and with 
it the anticipated gains from coordination. If a short-run agreement can be enforced, then 
there is a silver lining: forming a short-run agreement should entail lower negotiation 
costs than forming a long-run agreement (Fearon 1998). This is small consolation, 
however, given the hurdles that must be overcome to achieve it. 

It is no wonder that many fail to solve the dynamic spoiler problem, and instead 
fall back into civil war. Going forward, Òcreative institutional designÓ Ð in the sense of 
Walter (2002) Ð is needed to make it easier to solve the dynamic spoiler problem. The 
key is to provide a simple, procedural institutional framework that can sustain a series of 
short-lived mutually productive agreements between opposing elites. 
 
3. A framework for understanding the static and dynamic spoiler problems  

 
We can represent the two barriers to peaceful and democratic post-civil war 

government within a simple formal framework. Suppose there are two Òspoilers,Ó or 
players who can initiate civil war: for example, a government and a rebel group, a left 
and right party, or two ethnic groups. We will refer to the ÒRedÓ and ÒBlueÓ groups.  
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Let 

!  

Ui (J)  be the utility of participant i within institution J (see Figure 1). In 

addition to the three institutionalized contests for control, there are two kinds of violent 
contests for control (represented by the dotted lines in Figure 1): the case where the 
players see themselves as evenly matched (Òno advantageÓ), 

!  

J =WAR, and the case 
where the side i has the advantage (Òwith advantageÓ), 

!  

J =WAR. 
Our analysis can handle cases where the two sides are evenly matched in their 

capabilities to wield violence, or where the state of the world randomly transitions from 
the case with Òno advantageÓ to the case Òwith advantage.Ó7 Without loss of generality, 
we focus on the case where the two sides are Ð at least for the moment Ð roughly evenly 
matched in military capabilities.8 

For each kind of institution J, the participant i has a utility assigned to winning, 

!  

Ui
1st(J) , a utility assigned to losing, 

!  

Ui
2nd (J) , and a probability 

!  

p  of winning. 
Throughout, we assume that players are risk-neutral, which simplifies the exposition.9 
The ex post utilities have a k superscript, denoting whether participant iÕs party came out 
in first or second place; the ex ante utilities do not have that superscript. 

 
Figure 1. Ex ante and ex post utilities for player i within the three institutions, as 
compared to the ex ante utility of civil war, with advantage and without advantage. 

                                                
7 We have less to say about the situation where one side is always dominant. 
8 The case where one side is militarily dominant is unlikely to lead to a post-conflict settlement in the first 
place (Zartman 1989; Walter 2002: 9). 
9 A more plausible assumption Ð considering the stakes involved Ð is that players are risk-averse. This does 
not qualitatively change our conclusions. 
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The majoritarian case. When neither player has the advantage in a prospective 

civil war, player i will agree ex ante to hold majoritarian elections so long as 

!  

Ui (WAR) <Ui (MA) , but will only abide by a losing outcome ex post when 

!  

Ui (WAR) <Ui
2nd(MA) . Of course, if player i does not expect to be that competitive ex 

ante Ð if 

!  

p  is lower, so that 

!  

Ui (MA) <Ui (WAR) Ð then player i would not agree to 

majoritarian elections in the first place. When minorities expect to win eventually, or 
when they expect their rights to be secure even when they lose, they are more likely to 
agree to elections ex ante and abide by the results ex post. If they expect to lose 
consistently and their rights are not secure, then they are likely to act as spoilers should 
they have the violent capabilities; if they lack sufficient violent capabilities, they may be 
excluded or violently repressed (Davenport 2004). Electoral competition in winner-take-
all systems therefore creates the conditions for renewed conflict, on the one hand, or 
permanent oppression of a minority, on the other. 

The power-sharing case. Player i might, however, agree to some kind of power-
sharing institution, where there is no open-ended contest for control. Player i could agree 
to power-sharing so long as 

!  

Ui (WAR) <Ui (PS) . Power-sharing decreases the desirability 

of returning to war by providing potential spoilers with an opportunity to participate in 
politics even if they fail to win elections (Hartzell and Hoddie 2007; Gates and Strom 
2007). Minority rights can be protected, at least in a minimal way, by guaranteeing 
minorities veto power over important policy decisions. Power-sharing institutions 
therefore solve the static spoiler problem by making the distribution of benefits, such as 
the allocation of offices, proportionate to potential spoilersÕ relative bargaining power. 
Power-sharing dramatically reduces the ex ante uncertainty by reducing the stakes of 
electoral conflict: that is, the difference between winning and losing ex post (Gates and 
Strom 2007). 

Thus, as a first approximation, there is no difference between ÒwinningÓ and 
ÒlosingÓ because the power-sharing institution does not involve open-ended competition: 

!  

Ui (PS) =Ui
1st(PS) =Ui

2nd (PS) . Here, as there is no difference between winning and 
losing, there is no probability p of winning or losing. In Figure 1, this puts the ex ante 
box on the same level as both ex post outcomes, which distinguishes it from the cases (J 
= MA and J = TT) where the ex ante box branches up and down into two separate ex post 
outcomes. 

However, the Òno advantageÓ situation need not be stable. Exogenous and 
endogenous changes (e.g. demographic shifts, recessions, famines, shifting alliances) can 
suddenly make it easier for one side to win a violent conflict. Due to the shift in the 
anticipated advantage, player i will abide by the power-sharing agreement only so long as 

!  

Ui (WAR) <Ui (PS) . When 

!  

Ui (WAR) <Ui (PS) <Ui (WAR) , then participant i would 

support the adoption of power-sharing when no side has the advantage and subsequently 
revert to preferring war once the advantage shifts to his side. 
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The institutional features of power-sharing arrangements make adaptive re-
coordination difficult over the long-term. It is hard for elites to credibly commit to 
cooperate when one side holds all the decision-making rights, as in winner-take-all 
institutions. But it is also hard for elites to realize the benefits of cooperation in power-
sharing institutions, when each side has a formal veto they can wield against the other, 
and when decision-making offices are assigned by quotas. In the first case decision-
making is too exclusive, in the second, too inclusive (Buchanan and Tullock 1962; Gates 
and Strom 2007).  

Empirically, power-sharing agreements frequently collapse in the long-term, 
particularly when undertaken in multiethnic societies. As Rothchild and Roeder (2005, 
41) note, Òamong the 16 experiments with power-sharing institutions cited by Horowitz 
(1985) in Ethnic Groups in Conflict, 12 Ð Burma, Chad, Cyprus, Ethiopia, Guyana, Iraq, 
Lebanon, Nigeria (1960-1966 and 1976-1983), the Philippines, Sri Lanka, and Sudan Ð 
were subsequently discarded (although some later reappeared in another form).Ó Power-
sharing failures can be attributed to changing circumstances that required the costly 
reallocation of spoils to parties inside and outside of decision-making institutions.  

Without elite coordination Ð not just in the short run but with the terms and 
substance of cooperation adapted on an on-going basis Ð it will be difficult to escape civil 
conflict in cases where one side sees itself as disproportionately in the advantage. The 
challenge is to put into place post-conflict institutions that allow elites to at once 
overcome the static spoiler problem, by limiting the stakes of electoral conflict when they 
disagree, while also inducing coordination immediately and sustaining re-coordination on 
an on-going basis.  

The turn-taking institution has features that meet this challenge. The placement of 
the turn-taking institution in Figure 1 is more conjectural than the placement of 
majoritarian or power-sharing institutions. Here we set up our two conjectures Ð that the 
turn-taking institution solves (1) the static spoiler problem, and (2) the dynamic spoiler 
problem Ð in terms of the framework presented in Figure 1.  

The first conjecture is that the turn-taking institution would solve the static spoiler 
problem. The result underpinning this conjecture is that, relative to the winner-take-all, 
majoritarian institution, the turn-taking institution would immediately reduce the stakes 
of electoral conflict by roughly an order of magnitude. 

 

!  

Ui
1st(TT) " Ui

2nd(TT)
Ui

1st(MA) " Ui
2nd(MA)

#10%      (1) 

The second conjecture is that the turn-taking institution would solve the dynamic 
spoiler problem. The result underpinning this conjecture is that the turn-taking institution 
is able to sustain adaptive re-coordination. Adaptive re-coordination raises the utility of 
both players so that in the long run (i.e. after several rounds of elections) ÒlosingÓ in the 
turn-taking institution would be preferred to initiating civil conflict, even when one has 
the advantage. 



 11 

! 

Ui (WAR) <Ui
2nd(TT)        (2) 

The next section Ð section four Ð will discuss the turn-taking institution and the 
causal mechanisms that underpin these two conjectures about its performance. Section 
five argues that these results are robust. 
 
4. The turn-taking institution and the spoiler problems 
  

This section provides a simple formal model as to how the turn-taking institution 
solves both the static and dynamic spoiler problems. The static spoiler problem is readily 
solved when the difference between years in office when in first versus second place is 
zero. This is our normative target for the static spoiler problem. The dynamic spoiler 
problem is readily solved when the ratio of expected, discounted years ÒinÓ office to year 
ÒoutÓ of office is one. When time ÒinÓ and time ÒoutÓ is balanced in this way, players 
have the greatest ability to use reciprocity to acquire reputations that allow them to be 
trustworthy. The standard problem is that those who have just taken office will expect 
themselves to hold office for a disproportionate amount of the discounted future; as a 
result, they give more weight to the immediate losses and less to the deferred gains from 
cooperation. A one-to-one ratio of time ÒinÓ to time ÒoutÓ is our target for the dynamic 
spoiler problem because it results in equal weighting of the ÒinÓ and ÒoutÓ positions in 
the calculus of both parties.  

It is a kind of happy coincidence that both targets are met when years in office are 
expected to be the same for first and second place elites.10 Thus, we set this as our single 
normative target. The turn-taking institution is attractive because it robustly hits the 
mark: each coalitionÕs years in office remain roughly the same regardless of whether it is 
in first or second place.  

The primitive elements. We introduce primitive elements that are held constant 
across institutions to make it easier to make institutional comparisons. Regardless of the 
institution, the electorate is split into two segments, Red and Blue, with the Red party 
holding a majority between 50% and 60% and the Blue party holding the rest. Thus, the 
Red party would win within a majoritarian institution, but within a turn-taking institution 
it would win the first turn only, not the whole term. Regardless of the institution, there 
are T years per term, and T = 4.  

Regardless of the institution, the per-year intensity of policy conflict, 

!  

qi, for 

participant i is the marginal benefit the participant assigns to the party he prefers more 
(rather than the party he prefers less) influencing public policy for a year. Similarly, the 
per-year intensity of non-policy conflict, ri, for participant i is the marginal benefit the 
participant assigns to the party he prefers more (rather than the party he prefers less) 
being in office for a year, regardless of the influence they have on policy.  

                                                
10 An equivalent formulation is that each side must expect to spend the same number of years in and out of 
office. 
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These payoffs are expected values only; there may be some years when there is 
little new policy to be made or old policy to be revised and other years when there is a 
lot. Moreover, there is no assumption that formal policy must change; the net value can 
come from influencing how policy is made or implemented, whether with the bully pulpit 
or the threat of a veto, or with oneÕs appointments to bureaucracies and courts. Even if 
the direct impact on policy is realized years and years later, that value of that impact is 
imputed back to the opportunity to initiate such chains of influence per year in office.  

These payoffs are net values of controlling an asset (Òthe executive officeÓ) for a 
year, relative to not controlling it. Once in office, there would be upfront costs to 
influencing outcomes; the benefits would accrue in the long run. But this stream of 
benefits and costs is collapsed back into a present value for controlling the asset (Òthe 
executive officeÓ) for one year and compared with the present value for not controlling it.   

For each citizen, the gross policy payoff per year depends upon whether or not the 
elites in office choose to cooperate with those out of office. We define ÒcooperationÓ as 
Òabiding by the informal or formal agreements.Ó We define ÒdefectionÓ as Òabrogating 
the informal or formal agreements.Ó This means following the course of action that is 
most immediately advantageous to oneÕs coalition. Suppose that Ð relative to the baseline 
of ÒcooperationÓ Ð ÒdefectionÓ generates a benefit of 

!  

bi  per year in office for those in the 
winning coalition, and a cost of 

!  

ci  per year for those outside of it, where 

!  

bi < ci . This 

means the per-year intensity of policy conflict, qi , is bi +ci  when elites choose to defect, 

and zero when they choose to cooperate.  
The institutional comparison. The primitive elements allow us to define higher-

level outcomes that vary across institutions in a way that affects each institutionÕs ability 
to solve spoiler problems. The per-election stakes of electoral conflict, 

!  

Si , for participant 

i is the marginal benefit the participant assigns to the party he prefers more (rather than 
the party he prefers less) winning the election. The higher the stakes, the harder it is to 
solve the static spoiler problem.  

With the majoritarian, winner-take-all institution, when the per-year intensity of 
policy conflict is high, the stakes of electoral conflict will be high too. As a first 
approximation, this makes the marginal benefit of winning (i.e. the stakes) the difference 
between the utility given to being in first-place and second-place immediately after the 
election: 

Si (MA) =Ui
1st (MA) ! Ui

2nd(MA) = (qi +ri )T ! 0 = (qi +ri )T     (3) 

The marginal benefit of winning is the product of the intensive component Ð the 
Òadditional benefitsÓ per term from being in office, 

!  

qi + ri  Ð and the temporal component 

Ð the Òadditional yearsÓ that come from winning office, T.  
With the turn-taking institution, at least at this level of approximation, the stakes 

are zero:  
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 Si (TT) =Ui
1st (TT) ! Ui

2nd(TT) = (qi +ri )
T
2

! (qi +ri )
T
2

= 0    (4) 

Because there are zero Òadditional yearsÓ that go to the first place team, the stakes are 
zero, regardless of the intensity of the policy and non-policy payoffs (see Table 2). This 
zeroing out of the Òadditional yearsÓ that go to the first place party underpins the turn-
taking institutionÕs ability to solve the static spoiler problem (the first conjecture).  

Notably, with a power-sharing institution, separate offices are assigned directly to 
the groups; there is no open-ended contest for control between parties, so here too the 
stakes are zero. The difference is that the power-sharing institution rules out the contest 
for control, whereas the turn-taking institution uses balancing of control rights through 
time to minimize the difference between the ex post utilities of the winner and the loser of 
a contest. Both approaches serve to minimize the difference between ex ante utility and 
ex post utility in a way that helps to solve the static spoiler problem. 

 
Table 2. The differences and the ratio between the years in office allotted to 1st place and 
the 2nd place elites in the three institutions.  
 

But, unlike power-sharing institutions, the turn-taking institution creates 
incentives for elites to coordinate on impersonal rules of the game that govern the scope 
and structure of the executive office. The initial coordination on scope and structure gives 
the turn-taking institution ÒliftÓ above power-sharing institutions in the short-run (i.e. in 
the first post-conflict term). The adaptive re-coordination on scope and structure gives the 
turn-taking institution ÒliftÓ above the return that one side could reap Ð in the long run 
(i.e. after several rounds of elections) Ð once the advantage in civil war shifts in its favor.  

It is easiest to form, enforce, and adapt agreements to govern the scope and 
structure of the executive office when Ð in the immediate future Ð both sides expect the 
ratio of years in and years out of office to be near one. So long as Red and Blue elites 
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expect to lead coalitions roughly equal in size, they each expect to be ÒinÓ two years and 
ÒoutÓ two years of the next four.11  

 
Table 3. The capabilities of the three institutions to solve the dynamic spoiler problem. 
 

Table 3 summarizes some of the differences between the three institutions when it 
comes to forming, enforcing, and adapting mutually productive agreements. 

Enforcing the agreement. The turn-taking institution fosters on-going 
enforcement of the agreed-upon rules of the game. So long as no supermajority consensus 
exists, elites would expect subjectively equal (or near-equal) time in the ÒinÓ and ÒoutÓ 
roles in the immediate future and on an on-going basis. They can coordinate upon the 
scope of the executive office, devolving authority to a legislature, judiciary, expert 
bureaucracy, or civil society. The de-politicization of religious, political and economic 
differences would be more attractive, for example, when neither side is assured control of 
the executive. Religious, political and economic liberalism may consequently emerge as a 
self-enforcing policy outcome. Elites can also coordinate upon the structure of the 
executive office, meaning the procedures that govern how policies are proposed and 
administered.  

Forming the agreement. ElitesÕ institutional preferences are a function of their 
policy preferences and their prospects of controlling the relevant institution. Thus, those 
who always expect to control an office will have preferences biased in favor of a broad 
scope for that office; those who never expect to control an office will have preferences 
biased in favor of a limited scope for that office.12 Only when elites expect to be in and 

                                                
11 In the next section, we consider the case where Red and Blue have some probability, p, of retaining their 
rank, and probability 1 Ð p of switching. This does not qualitatively affect the results. 
12 This phenomenon has been called Òsituational constitutionalismÓ (Piper 1999). 
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out of office in equal measure do their distributional biases cancel out. When Red elites 
know they will control the presidency for the indefinite future, and Blue elites know they 
will control the legislature for the indefinite future, Red and Blue elites will naturally 
conflict over how decision-making rights are allocated to the presidency and to the 
legislature. This makes it harder for them to coordinate on a single scope for each office, 
allowing or even encouraging them to exploit their disagreements, and engage in divide-
and-rule politics (Weingast 1997). The same is true when there is a single office of note Ð 
for example, a strong presidency Ð and Red elites know they will control it for the 
indefinite future. In this case, the Red elites may prefer to politicize some decisions that 
they would leave to civil society if they did not expect to control the presidency, and the 
Blue elites would prefer to de-politicize some decisions that otherwise they would not if 
they expected to be in power.  

Adapting the agreement. To solve the dynamic spoiler problem, elites must be 
able to re-coordinate to accommodate fluctuations in the value of spoils, relative 
capabilities to use violence, and the identity of spoilers. The key to doing so is having the 
means to form and enforce temporary or provisional agreements in regular succession. If 
enforcement requires many periods of punishment to deter defection, then agreements are 
unlikely to get off the ground in the first place, much less be adapted over time. The turn-
taking institution provides a structure within which a series of short-term agreements can 
be made. For example, rather than trying to form and enforce one Ògrand bargainÓ that is 
meant to last twenty years, office-holders can make a series of five bargains, each lasting 
one four-year term.  
 
5. The robustness of the turn-taking institution 
 
 This section shows how the results alluded to in the previous section hold up 
under three conditions that are individually and cumulatively hostile to cooperation: (1) 
low levels of ÒpatienceÓ (or high levels of time-discounting), (2) high levels of 
incumbency advantage, and (3) short commitment horizons. 

ÒWeighted win-sumÓ and Òweighted win-shareÓ as useful concepts. To make it 
easier to reference some important aggregates, like the weight given to all years ÒinÓ 
rather than ÒoutÓ of office, we introduce several intermediate-level concepts. We refer to 
each coalitionÕs sum of expected, discounted years in a particular office as its weighted 
win-sum, 

!  

Wt,H
k (J), and its weighted win-sum as a proportion of the total as its weighted 

win-share, 

!  

wt,H
k (J) . The weighted win-sums and shares are a function of the discount 

factor, d, the incumbent partyÕs probability of reelection, p, the partyÕs ex post rank k, the 
institution J, the years until the next election t, and the horizon of years considered H. As 
complements, we also have the weighted loss-sum, 

!  

Lt,H
k (J), the sum of discounted years 

that a coalition expects to lose, and its weighted loss-sum as a proportion of the total as 
its weighted loss-share, 

!  

lt,H
k (J).  
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Once we are considering a stream of benefits through time rather than a series of 
benefits at a single time, it is important to factor in effects from time-discounting, the 
advantages of moving first, and so forth. We can think of the office as a stream of payoffs 
per-year, weighted according to the discounting function. The simplest and most common 
model of time discounting is that of exponential discounting, so that is the one we will 
use here.13 Suppose that participants apply a discount factor, d, to each year out from the 
present, so that the first year is worth 1, the next d, the third 

!  

d2, the fourth 

!  

d3 and so on. 
The sum of all discounted years is 

!  

1+ d + d2 + ...+ d" , which converges to 

!  

1/(1" d) .  
What is a plausible range of values for d? The best survey of the literature on time 

discounting is Frederick, Loewenstein, and OÕDonoghue (2002); in that paper the authors 
call the Warner and Pleeter (2001) field study Òparticularly compelling in terms of 
credibility of reward delivery, magnitude of stakes, and number of subjects.Ó In Warner 
and Pleeter (2001), over 60,000 participants were given a choice between a fixed sum 
payment and an annuity with an implied discount factor of .85. Over half the officers and 
over 90% of the enlisted men chose the fixed sum, suggesting discount factors of less 
than .85. For the following analysis we use a discount factor per year, d = .85, as a point 
estimate of the center of the distribution, but we should probably consider this upwardly 
biased. The Warner and Pleeter study involves a highly credible flow of cash. By 
contrast, in the political context Ð especially post-civil -war Ð there tends to be more 
uncertainty, as well as greater strategic advantages to earlier Òrewards,Ó which in this 
case means Òyears in office.Ó14 Of course, there would be a distribution of magnitudes 
both across participants and for the same participant through time, so we consider the 
domain where .70 < d < 1.0. 

We start with an infinite-period model, where H = ! . While clearly unrealistic, it 
is easy to analyze in closed form. Moreover, with empirically plausible levels of time-
discounting, it will turn out to be not far removed from more realistic horizons. In the 
majoritarian, winner-take-all status quo (J =MA) immediately after an election (t = 4), the 
weighted win-sums of the first and second-place parties would be, respectively: 

!  

Wt=4,H="
1st (MA) = Lt=4,H="

2nd (MA) =

     1+ d + d2 + d3 + d4[( p)Wt=4,H="
1st (MA) + (1# p)Wt=4,H="

2nd (MA)]
   (5) 

    

!  

Wt=4,H="
2nd (MA) = Lt=4,H="

1st (MA) =

     0+ d4[( p)Wt=4,H="
2nd (MA) + (1# p)Wt=4,H="

1st (MA)]      (6) 

In the case of the turn-taking institution (J = TT) immediately after the election (t = 4), 
the weighted win-sums of the first and second-place parties would be: 

                                                
13 Adjusting this account to allow for quasi-hyperbolic discounting would not qualitatively affect the results 
here. 
14 The stream of payoffs within the electoral-political context would generally involve more risk and 
uncertainty than the choice between a lump sum and a stream of dollar payments, a point made by Brennan 
and Buchanan (1985: chapter 5). 
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!  

Wt=4,H="
1st (TT) = Lt=4,H="

2nd (TT) =

   1+ d2 + d4[( p)Wt=4,H="
1st (TT) + (1# p)Wt=4,H="

2nd (TT)]    (7)  

!  

Wt=4,H="
2nd (TT) = Lt=4,H="

1st (TT) =

     d + d3 + d4[( p)Wt=4,H="
2nd (TT) + (1# p)t=4,H="

1st (TT)]
    (8) 

These pairs of equations allow us to derive the weighted win-sums for t = 4 and the other 
times during the electoral cycle (see Table A1 in the Appendix). 
 It is worth reviewing our normative targets and translating them into the language 
of weighted win-sums and win-shares. The static spoiler problem is solved when the 
difference between weighted win-sums (or weighted win-shares) when in first rather than 
second place is zero. The dynamic spoiler problem is solved when the ratio between 
weighted win-sums (or weighted win-shares) when in first rather than second place is 
one.  

Both targets are met when weighted win-sums or weighted win-shares are 
expected to be the same for first and second place elites.15 This is, again, our single 
normative target. The turn-taking institution robustly hits the bulls-eye: each coalitionÕs 
weighted win-sums (or win-shares) remain roughly the same regardless of whether it is in 
first or second place. 

How much does the turn-taking institution lower the stakes? To allow us to make 
first-order institutional comparisons, we hold constant the term-length and each citizenÕs 
net utility gain per year from winning. If we hold constant the payoffs, they drop out and 
we are left with the ratio across institutions of the differences between first and second-
place win-sums or win-shares. If we hold constant the incumbentÕs survival probability, 
p, across institutions, it drops out as well.16 Thus we have: 

 

! 

1"
Si (TT)
Si (MA)

=1"
wt=4,H=#

1st (TT) "wt=4,H=#
2nd (TT)

wt=4,H=#
1st (MA) "wt=4,H=#

2nd (MA)
=1"

1" d
1+ d

      (9) 

If d = .75, .85, or .95, the turn-taking institution lowers the stakes 86 percentage points, 
92 percentage points or 97 percentage points, respectively. Such a reduction is roughly an 
order of magnitude, which is our conjecture in equation (1). 

We now move on to consider the incentives for elites to coordinate on a mutually 
productive scope and structure for the executive office. The officeholder makes policy 
one year at a time. In the turn-taking phase, this means each side makes policy for one 
year in turn. Recall that Ð relative to the baseline of ÒcooperationÓ Ð ÒdefectionÓ 
generates a benefit of 

!  

bi  per year in office for those in the winning coalition at a cost of 

                                                
15 An equivalent formulation is that each side must expect to spend the same number of years in and out of 
office. 
16 In all likelihood the incumbency advantage would be less in the turn-taking institution, so this estimate 
understates the amount the turn-taking institution lowers the stakes. In the majoritarian case, some elements 
of the advantage come from first-mover effects, others from last-mover effects (i.e. being in office in the 
run-up to the election). In the turn-taking case, the incumbent reaps any gains from first-mover effects, but 
these are counterbalanced by the loss of the gains from last-mover effects. 
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!  

ci per year for those outside of it, where 

!  

bi < ci . Thus, the social cost-benefit ratio, 

!  

ci /bi , 

of biased policy is greater than one. Regardless of what action is chosen, those in the 
winning party receive a rent of 

!  

ri  per year in office. We begin by considering two pure-

strategy regimes, where both sides choose cooperation (or both choose defection) when 
they have their turn. 

Within the regime of defection, the values immediately after the election are: 

!  

Ui,t=4
k (J) |def = (bi + ri )Wt=4,H="

k (J) # ciLt=4,H="
k (J)     (10) 

Within the regime of cooperation, the values are: 
 

!  

Ui, t
k (J) | coop= riWt=4,H="

k (J)       (11) 

Within the regime of defection, this makes the marginal benefit of winning (the stakes) 
the difference between the values given to being in first-place and second-place 
immediately after the election: 

!  

Si (J) |def = (bi + ci + ri )[Wt=4,H="
1st (J) #Wt=4,H="

2nd (J)]     (12)  

Within the regime of cooperation, the marginal benefit of winning is: 
 

!  

Si (J) |coop= ri[Wt= 4,H ="
1st (J) #Wt= 4,H ="

2nd (J)]     (13) 

Again, the marginal benefit of winning is the product of the intensive component Ð the 
Òadditional benefitsÓ per term from being in office Ð and the temporal component Ð the 
Òadditional yearsÓ that come from winning office, 

!  

Wt=4,H="
1st (J) #Wt=4,H="

2nd (J) . The 

difference is that the regime of defection entails more Òadditional benefitsÓ for the first-
place party relative to the regime of cooperation.  

Under what conditions will the two parties have both the desire and the capability 
to cooperate? Depending upon the commitment capabilities available to players, we 
might consider two kinds of equilibria. In the no-commitment case, players lack any 
commitment capability. In the full-commitment case, players can make unilaterally 
credible commitments to conditional cooperation. 

In the no-commitment case, the resulting equilibria are Markov-perfect. A 
Markov-perfect equilibrium consists of mutual best responses between history-
independent strategies. This is a useful solution concept for modeling choices by ruling 
coalitions insofar as it captures the difficulty that such coalitions have in making binding 
commitments.17 The coalition in office is the only one who makes a choice at a given 
stage of the game; therefore, choosing the policy that has the highest payoff per year Ð 
biased policy Ð is the Markov-perfect strategy, and reciprocal defection is the result.  

In the full-commitment case, players could use Ògrim trigger strategiesÓ: they 
would have the capability to make unilateral commitments to implementing unbiased 
policy so long as it is reciprocated, and to revert to implementing biased policy forever 

                                                
17 As Acemoglu and Robinson (2006: 153) put it: Òthe advantage of the concept of Markov perfect 
equilibrium is that it incorporates the commitment problem in a simple way: given the state of the 
systemÉeach party plays the best strategy for itself, irrespective of any promises made before or how the 
game was played in the past. Therefore, this equilibrium concept already builds in the commitment 
problem: all players know that each will play whatever is in their interest in the future.Ó  
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after if it is not. Grim trigger strategies offer a best-case account of when conditional 
cooperation strategies can sustain cooperation. When only less dramatic punishments are 
credible Ð for instance, because of the prospect of mutually productive renegotiation Ð 
cooperation is more difficult to sustain (Van Damme 1989; Dixit 1998: 79-80). 

We set these two cases on a continuum. Let H be the commitment horizon, the 
number of years over which players can make credible commitments. For our purposes, 
we should be most interested in cases where 0 < H <8, because we seek to identify 
conditions where a series of short mutually productive agreements can be sustained. If 
commitments over longer time scales are required to sustain cooperation, then the 
prospects of cooperation are not good.  

When is mutual cooperation a subgame perfect Nash equilibrium? Mutual 
cooperation is only an equilibrium outcome when it is preferred to mutual defection by 
office-holders in every proper subgame. Office-holders prefer mutual cooperation so long 
as the full cost of mutual defection, the per-term cost of defection multiplied by the 
weighted loss-sum, exceeds its full benefit, the per-term benefit multiplied by the 
weighted win-sum:  

!  

ciLt,H (J) > biWt,H (J)         (14)  

In other words, when the cost-benefit ratio of defection is sufficiently high, cooperation 
can be sustained:  

!  

ci

bi

>
Wt,H (J)
Lt,H (J)

         (15) 

The cost-benefit ratio of defection depends upon how costly defection is when ÒoutÓ 
relative to how beneficial it is when Òin.Ó Office-seeking behavior encourages destructive 
public policy up to a certain point, and thereafter discourages it. To capture this, let 

!  

Zi  be 
the exogenously given cost-benefit ratio of defection as perceived by participant i.  

This cost-benefit ratio of defection, 

!  

Zi , is a by-product of what behavior office-
seekers expect will maximize their chances of election or reelection (i.e. the content of 
ÒdefectionÓ). The fact that elites want to win elections limits the costs they are willing to 
impose on the other side. Taking the distortions too far can come at the price of having 
fewer tax revenues available for disbursement (Olson 1993), not to mention negative 
spill-over effects on the income or well-being of oneÕs own coalition-members (Olson 
and McGuire 1996). If the gamesmanship goes too far, it hurts rather than helps office-
seekersÕ chances of winning elections. It is difficult to provide a point estimate for 

!  

Zi , 
but our analysis does not require such precision.18 In all likelihood, 

!  

Zi  is of an order 
magnitude such that 

!  

1< Zi <10 . In concrete terms, though insiders may see it as 
politically advantageous to extract fifty cents for themselves at the cost of a dollar from 

                                                
18 Any value for 

!  

Z between two and infinity would have the same implication: cooperation can be robustly 
sustained with the turn-taking institution but not the winner-take-all majoritarian institution.   
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outsiders, they would not see it as advantageous if the cost to outsiders remains one dollar 
while the gain to insiders falls below a dime.  

The hypothetical cost-benefit ratio at which player i would be indifferent between 
mutual cooperation and mutual defection in a given institution J at a given time t is Z: 

!  

Zt,H
k (J) "

Wt,H
k (J)

Lt,H
k (J)

=
wt,H

k (J)
lt,H

k (J)
=

wt,H
k (J)

1# wt,H
k (J)

      (16) 

Figure 2 shows how w and Z change with different values of t, d, p, and H. The 
ability to credibly sustain cooperation is based on the idea that the office-holder will 
prefer mutual cooperation to mutual defection in every proper subgame. The larger the 

value of Z, the greater the cost-benefit ratio of defection, Zi , must be to sustain 
cooperation.  

Our normative target is to sustain cooperation so long as it is destructive on net, 
so that 

!  

ci /bi >1. Let 

!  

Z =1 be the normative target or ideal cost-benefit ratio above which 

cooperation could be sustained. But when can cooperation be sustained in fact? The key 
is not identifying the average value of Z or its value in a particular moment, but rather to 

identify Ð for each institution Ð where Z is largest. Let 

!  

ö Z  be the maximum value of Z for 
the parameters considered empirically plausible. This Òworst-caseÓ value is the effective 
constraint on sustaining cooperation. 

Cooperation can be sustained when Ð even in the worst case Ð mutual defection is 
reckoned as more costly than mutual cooperation over the relevant commitment horizon. 

This happens when öZ(J) < Zi .  Notably, in the winner-take-all institution, Z goes up 

much more rapidly in response to hostile factors: lower values of d, higher values of p, or 
lower values of H. The turn-taking institution robustly remains near the target of Z = 1. 
Within the parameters in Figure 2, the highest value of Z for the turn-taking institution, 
öZ(TT) , is roughly 2.3, which happens when d = .7, p = .5, and H  = 4.19  

                                                
19 Notably, the turn-taking institution has a better öZ(TT)  value when p is higher. This is because its 
Òworst caseÓ occurs when t =1, since the last year in office is followed by an election, rather than the 
counterbalancing certainty of the other side taking office. When p = 1, the two sides expect to continue 
taking alternate years in office; thus, there is no change in Z as time elapses, between sides, or so long as H 
is even and positive (2, 4, 6, 8, etc.). 
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Figure 2. The weighted win-shares of office-holders in majoritarian and turn-taking 
institutions, where d is the discount factor, H is the commitment horizon, and p is the 
incumbent teamÕs probability of reelection. The analytical results are in the Appendix. 
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By contrast, for the majoritarian institution, when p = 1 or H = 4, then öZ(MA) = 

!. At its best, p = .5, and H = !, if d = .85, the result is that öZ(MA) " 3. For any given 

parameter setting, the turn-taking institution has an equal or lower öZ ; for most 
empirically plausible parameter settings, the turn-taking institution is better by a wide 
margin. 

The upshot is that the turn-taking institution allows elites to form, enforce, and 
adapt mutually productive agreements, even when elites are impatient, when they have 
substantial incumbency advantages, and when their commitment horizon is limited. By 
contrast, the winner-take-all majoritarian institution is brittle. With empirically plausible 
parameters, that institution would not allow elites to form, enforce, and adapt mutually 
productive agreements. Our account adds formal warrant for the skepticism of North 
(1990: 12-16), Robinson (1998), and Bates et. al. (2002: 609) regarding the robustness of 
conditional cooperation in this context. In the majoritarian case, the binding constraint on 
their behavior is not the prospect of reciprocity but rather the calculus of immediate 
political advantage. 
 
6. Discussion: contributions and omissions 
 

This paper makes two contributions to the literature on institutional design and 
post-civil war democratization. The first contribution is to frame how the spoiler 
problems make it difficult to get out and stay out of civil war. We show how majoritarian 
elections and power-sharing institutions fail to solve these problems. Moreover, we frame 
the problem in a new way that suggests the criteria for its solution: keeping the weighted 
win-shares of those in first and second place near equal on an on-going basis at once 
lowers the stakes of electoral conflict that drive the static spoiler problem and creates a 
situation conducive to the formation, enforcement, and adaptation of mutually productive 
agreements between elites. This target does not appear anywhere else in the literature. 

The second contribution of this paper is to offer a new electoral mechanism, a 
turn-taking institution, that strikes this target even when elites are impatient, when 
incumbency advantages are substantial, and when commitment horizons are relatively 
short. We conjecture that this mechanism would solve the static and dynamic spoiler 
problems. We now put our conjectures at a more concrete level.  

First, with lower stakes of electoral conflict, major elites could agree to an open-
ended contest for control without having to fear that the loser would wish to return to 
civil war. By lowering the stakes through turn-taking rather than power-sharing, the size 
and organizing principles of major coalitions would be allowed and even induced to 
fluctuate. Elite-level gain from demanding ethnic or ideological loyalty would decrease, 
as would the mass-level gain from supplying it. The result is that the extent of ethnic or 
ideological loyalty would fall, with cross-cutting cleavages more likely to emerge as a 
consequence. 
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Second, facing an on-going balance of time in and out of the executive office, 
elites would benefit from agreeing upon the scope and structure of the executive office. 
Agreements on the scope limit which decisions are made by the office-holder, and which 
are delegated to the legislature, an expert bureaucracy, a lower level of government, or 
civil society. Agreements on the structure limit how decisions are made by the office-
holder within the allotted scope. This may mean abiding by an informal norm or formal 
rule about how bureaucrats are hired and fired (e.g. Òhire and fire on the basis of 
professional merit, not political loyaltyÓ), or how policy is proposed (e.g. Òconsult the 
opposition before going public,Ó or Òmake unpopular but necessary choices togetherÓ). 

Elites would be able to credibly define the scope and structure of the office, and 
then refine and adapt them. Over time, this would tend to increase the procedural fairness 
and productivity of the policy-making process. Critically, rather than merely stipulating 
the ÒdestinationÓ Ð the institutional forms that international experts deem most productive 
and fair Ð the turn-taking institution creates a process that would build organically upon 
the specific historical and cultural context of the people involved, with a bias toward 
behavior that both sides found to be mutually productive and fair.  

It would be good know whether these conjectures can withstand testing. While the 
next section considers avenues for gathering data to falsify or validate these claims, this 
is not to say that we believe the theoretical case presented here is complete. We are aware 
of two clusters of omissions that we intend to address elsewhere. Hopefully this paper 
can begin a conversation that will identify still other omissions beyond these.  

The first cluster of omissions has to do with the operation of the variant of the 
turn-taking institution we propose here. How would it work when one coalition is 
regularly larger than the supermajority threshold? How would it affect the number and 
size of major parties? How would it affect mass-level policy preferences? How would it 
work when citizens exhibit the standard array of psychological biases, especially 
confirmation bias? 

A second cluster of omissions has to do with situating this variant within the 
context of related mechanisms. How would it compare to proportional representation 
rules, especially with small district magnitudes? How would it compare to other 
mechanisms for generating Òrotation in office,Ó like term limits, lotteries, lottery voting, 
or Condorcet-Arrow cycling? How would it compare to variants with a different 
supermajority threshold, with different turn or term lengths, or with more parties eligible 
to take turns?20  
 

                                                
20 Durant (2010a) proposes a way of incorporating the divide-and-choose mechanism to adaptively define 
turn-length in a way that would reliably zero out the stakes of electoral conflict, even as discount factors 
and elitesÕ perceptions of incumbency advantages fluctuate. 
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7. Conclusion: avenues for further research 
 
 This paper began with WalterÕs dictum that Òcreative institutional design matters 
far more in the long run.Ó We believe that the theory development and formal models 
employed in this paper recommend the turn-taking mechanism as a way to solve the static 
and dynamic spoiler problems. However, as stated above, these are conjectures.  

Two opportunities for achieving external validity for our hypotheses are here 
proposed: laboratory experiments and field experiments at the local government level. 
Laboratory experiments would allow us to observe whether individuals within the turn-
taking regime can indeed solve the static and dynamic spoiler problems. Although such 
experiments could not realistically simulate the life-and-death choices facing elites in the 
post-conflict space, it has become increasingly common to test game-theoretic models of 
conflict in the laboratory (e.g. Walter 2010). 

A field experiment at the local government level would help replicate conditions 
facing elites as they make decisions and adjust to the institutional constraints of the 
proposed turn-taking system (Green and Gerber 2003). The prime difficulty would be 
ascertaining whether lessons learned from lower-stakes contests at the local level using 
the turn-taking mechanism could be extrapolated to the national context, where incentives 
for defection may be significantly higher. Ultimately, adoption at the national level would 
be the crucial test. 

Debates among scholars of comparative institutional design have yielded 
important insights regarding the multiple paths out of the conflict trap. When opting for 
new constitutional orders, policy-makers and international advisors now have a range of 
choices to minimize the likelihood of civil war recurrence and maximize the chances of 
democracyÕs emergence. The existing menu of solutions, however, does not hold much 
hope for inducing and sustaining self-enforcing democratic institutions, particularly over 
the long-term. The turn-taking institution proposed in this paper provides warring parties 
with the opportunity to opt into a system that encourages the passage of mutually 
productive policies, rewards such cooperation, and accommodates change over the long-
term. Societies emerging from conflict require nothing less as they seek lasting solutions 
to the challenge of initiating and sustaining constitutional democracy. 
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