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Party Strategies and Electoral Systems:

Simulating Coalition Governments

Bob Switky, University of Nebraska at Kearney

Introduction

The Model United Nations and the
European Union Simulation, such as the
one coordinated by the Institute for Eu
Studies at SUNY and the Trans-Atlantic
Consortium of European Union Studies
and Simulations are two of the most ef-
fective and involved student simulations.
These kinds of simulations are typically
multi-day events involving hundreds of
students. Both offer great opportunities
for students to learn about international
organizations and their political dynam-
ics as well as the complexities of con-
temporary political issues. However,
good simulations are not confined to
long and administratively complicated
events. The one-class simulation can
also be a highly effective teaching tech-
nique. To help demonstrate this point,
this article describes a simulation de-
signed for a one-hour class session for
a course in either Comparative Politics
or American Government. This simula-
tion shows how many important con-
cepts can be conveyed without expend-
ing too much class time. It also
provides a nice demonstration of how a
topic that students typically find dull can
be transformed into a dynamic exercise
with concepts that students are more
likely to understand and remember.

Like any simulation, students are as-
signed roles, research how they should
act and decide, and examine the various
sides of the simulation’s political topic.
There are common features between this
simulation and the Shellman (2001)
simulation, but instead of taking three
days and “multitasking” as the valuable
Shellman exercise does, the simulation
proposed here is more streamlined, ad-
ministratively less complex, and saves
precious class time for other issues. It
should also give instructors a good idea
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of how to construct other one-class
simulations.

This simulation focuses on three
themes: (1) the impact of electoral rules
on the behavior of political parties;

(2) the importance of third parties and
the related comparisons between the
two-party American system and the
more common multi-party systems in
other democracies; and (3) the tension
between a party’s desire to retain ideo-
logical purity and the practical objective
of getting into government. Beyond
these themes, the simulation also
teaches students to understand polling
data, how to use the Internet effectively,
the value of diplomatic language and
well-reasoned arguments, and, of course,
why different parties believe in different
things.

Duration, Class Size Limit,
and Classroom Preparation

With proper student preparation, the
simulation can be completed in a one
hour class session. This simulation is
ideal for a class of 30 or fewer stu-
dents, but can work quite well with a
class of 40 to 50 students. Depending
on the instructor’s skill in handling
large classes, it is also workable with a
class of up to 100 students.

Regardless of class size, it may be
necessary to reorganize (or remove) the
classroom’s chairs so that it is easier for
students to circulate around the room as
they carry out negotiations. If necessary
and if conditions permit, students may
conduct some of their negotiations
outside—but still near—the classroom.

Simulation Preparation

The instructor should provide suffi-
cient background (in readings and/or in
lectures) on why different parties stand
for different ideas and what makes
some parties closer in outlook than oth-
ers. Although this simulation is modeled
after the German political system, ex-
tensive knowledge of Germany is not
required. The instructor may modify the
simulation to accommodate more parties
or even different parties depending on
the points the instructor wishes to em-
phasize. The background information
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provided by the instructor must also
include a review of how proportional
representation (PR) and plurality
electoral systems work. As part of this
review, the instructor should challenge
students to consider which system is
more democratic. Students who assume
that American democracy is the “best”
should consider why almost every
democracy in the world has not chosen
the American voting system and that PR
systems may be more democratic in the
sense that voices in Parliament may
better mirror public opinion.

The five parties in this simulation are
the Christian Democrats (CDU/CSU),
Social Democrats (SPD), the Greens,
the Free Democrats (FDP), and the
Party of Democratic Socialism (former
Communists). Information on these
parties is available through many media
including standard Comparative Politics
textbooks. For an American Government
course, the instructor will need to sup-
ply such materials in the form of either
a class lecture or a reading assignment.
Concise summaries of the Germany
party system are found in Allen (2002),
Dalton (2003), and Hauss (2003). Given
the pace of change in Europe, updated
editions of these or other books are
recommended over time.

Students should also be required to
enhance their background by using the
Internet. This process adds another
heuristic element to the simulation exer-
cise. Students can be left to their own
devices in searching the Internet or the
instructor can provide specific web sites.
The former approach has its merits
(e.g., encouraging resourcefulness) but
may excessively frustrate students less
adept at using computers. Alternatively,
the instructor may provide specific web
sites such as the following:

 This Library of Congress (http://mem-
ory.loc.gov/frd/cs/detoc.html) web site
provides summaries of the stances of the
major German parties. (Scroll down until
you see “Chapter 7: Government and
Politics,” then look for links to each
party.)

* Another useful general web site:
http://countrystudies.us/germanyy.

e This SPD web site (http://www.spd.de/
servlet/PB/menu/1010260/index.html)
describes what the SPD stands for.
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e See the following web sites for the
Green Party: http://www.gruene-partei.de/
rsvgn/rs_rubrik/0,,2491,00.htm, and
http://www.greenparty.org/index.html (for
the U.S. Green Party)

* FDP and PDS information can be
found at http://memory.loc.gov/frd/cs/
detoc.html

Prior to the simulation, the instructor
assigns each student to one of the
aforementioned five parties. A short pa-
per assignment may accompany the sim-
ulation but is not required. Having the
written assignment due before the simu-
lation ensures that students are prepared
for the simulation. In the paper, students
should demonstrate an understanding of
their own party and how it relates to
the other parties involved in the simula-
tion as well as what kinds of compro-
mises they are willing to make with a
potential coalition partner. Students
should also be able to critique the web
sites that they visited, including evalua-
tions of both the quantity and quality of
information.

Background Information
Provided to Students

Students will find it helpful to have
some general comments that provide the
context for the simulation. Consider
making a handout of the following in-
formation.

In the United States, two parties
dominate the political scene. This is a
result of historical forces but also the
result of the choice of voting system.
The U.S. uses a single member district
(or plurality) system in which a single
candidate wins an entire district. With
this kind of system, candidates (and
parties) that get smaller percentages of
the vote tend to fall by the wayside,
and two parties dominate the system.
This is not true in countries that use
proportional representation (PR) as a
voting method. When PR systems are
used, many political parties can gain
seats in the legislature.

In general, parliamentary seats in PR
systems are assigned by the percentage
of votes in a national election. For ex-
ample, if the Green party won 20% of
the national vote, it would get 20% of
the seats in Parliament. Under a PR
voting system, since many parties can
get into parliament, the party or parties
that dominate parliament and run the
government depends on each party’s
success in the national election. If a sin-
gle party gets 50% or more of the vote,
it alone can control parliament and form
a government. However, sometimes a
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single party cannot achieve 50% of the
vote. In this case, two or more parties
combine their efforts and form a coali-
tion government.

The advantage of being in a winning
coalition is that a party, especially a
small one, can have a greater impact on
government policy. Failing to get into a
winning coalition denies this opportu-
nity, but a party can retain its base of
support by not compromising on issues
vital to the party’s raison d’etre. When
parties join forces to form a coalition
government they must make compro-
mises on policies and on who fills im-
portant cabinet posts. Under these cir-
cumstances, political parties confront the
tension between retaining their ideologi-
cal purity and the practicalities of need-
ing votes to get into government.

Specific Information About
the Simulation

The instructor should also provide the
following information to students so that
they will have a more specific idea of
how the simulation will work.

1. In this simulation, the fictitious
country of Europa uses a propor-
tional representation voting system
with a 5% minimum threshold. This
means that for a party to get into
Parliament, it must receive at least
5% of the vote in the national elec-
tion. (In a departure from the real
German political system, the hypo-
thetical parliament in the simulation
has only one house compared to
Germany’s Bundestag and Bun-
desrat.)

2. You will be assigned to one of the
following political parties, but will
need to know what all of the parties
stand for: Christian Democrats, Free
Democrats, the Green Party, the
Party of Democratic Socialism (for-
mer Communists), and the Social
Democratic Party.

3. Depending on the views of voters,
your party may be required to form
a coalition in order to gain majority
control of Parliament and hence
government. When considering
which party would be a good coali-
tion government partner, consider
each party’s policy orientation on
many issues including its attitudes
toward: government intervention in
the economy, the relationship
between the interests of the workers
and the interests of businesses or in-
dustrialists, immigration, and the en-
vironment.

4. The simulation begins two months
prior to the national election. Recent
polling suggests that no single party
will win the election outright. These
are the poll results with a +3%
error rate: (37%) Christian Democ-
rats, (7%) Free Democrats, (12%)
Greens, (5%) Party of Democratic
Socialism, (39%) Socialists.

The Phases of the
Simulation

Phase 1 (Pre-negotiations)

In this phase of the exercise, students
meet together in their parties and devise
their strategies. The instructor should post
the location of each party in the class-
room. These locations will be considered
the “party headquarters.” The instructor
gives students about 10 minutes to meet
within their respective parties and de-
velop a strategy for the simulation. Dur-
ing this time, students who are confused
about what the parties stand for or what
the polling numbers mean can be taught
by their fellow students. It is useful,
however, for the instructor to circulate
among the groups to provide guidance
without actually doing the students’ work.

In the intra-party discussions, students
in each group can be left to their own
devices for deciding the group’s strat-
egy. Alternatively, a majority voting rule
may be imposed. If instructors wish,
they can require the groups to elect a
party leader (or, realistically, in the case
of the Greens, two party leaders) who
can direct and facilitate the group’s dis-
cussions. As for the substance of these
discussions during this phase, each
group of students must decide (a) who
is a feasible coalition partner and
(b) what their party will need to offer
other parties wishing to help them win,
such as certain ministerial roles and
particular policy stances.

The instructor should watch out for
two recurring problems during this
phase of the simulation. First, it is im-
portant that instructors remind students
to be realistic about why different par-
ties would want to cooperate; often stu-
dents want to focus uniquely on the
polling numbers. The main reason, of
course, is the need for help in getting
into government, especially for small
parties. The second problem also relates
to students not making the simulation
realistic enough. Before or during the
pre-negotiations, the instructor should
remind students to consider the five par-
ties’ attitudes toward government inter-
vention in the economy, the relationship
between the interests of the workers and
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the interests of businesses or industrial-
ists, immigration, and the environment.
Most students quickly recognize that
certain coalitions are unrealistic. The
former Communists’ attitudes toward
workers and the poor, for example, are
incompatible with the attitudes of the
Free Democrats. The Greens should un-
derstand that their favorable immigration
stance is at odds with the more restric-
tive policies of the Christian Democrats.
And, to offer another example, the So-
cial Democrats should be wary of form-
ing a grand coalition with the Christian
Democrats. In the end, students should
understand that their party’s ideology
will not be flexible enough to accept
every party into a coalition.

Where there is room for compromise
between or among parties, students may
wish to offer government positions or
policy support. The Social Democrats,
for example, could offer the Greens the
environmental ministry. The Christian
Democrats could offer the Free Democ-
rats looser business regulations or the
post of finance minister. Or the Social
Democrats could offer strengthened la-
bor policy support in order to entice the
Party of Democratic Socialism.

The instructor should also make sure
that students don’t forget the signifi-
cance of the margin of error in the
polling numbers. The instructor may
wish to circulate among the groups and
ask indirectly whether or not the stu-
dents have incorporated this issue into
their thinking.

Another important element of the pre-
negotiations phase is an administrative
issue that helps the simulation run more
smoothly. Before proceeding to the ne-
gotiations themselves, it is recommended
that each party split into two sub-
groups—a step that takes little time. De-
pending on class size and the personali-
ties involved, the size of each of these
groups can vary. One subgroup stays in
place to receive representatives from
other parties; the other subgroup leaves
to negotiate with other parties. During
the negotiation phases, students should
be crisscrossing the room in repeated
searches for representatives of each
party. So, it helps to have some students
in place at their “party headquarters” to
receive delegates from other parties.
Without a “staffed” party headquarters,
students from other parties may not
know who belongs to the Free Democ-
rats, for example, and resort to yelling
above the many classroom discussions,
“Where are the Free Democrats?!” As
such, every party member should be
prepared to negotiate fully whether the
student stays at the headquarters or
leaves to visit other party locations.

Phase 2 (Negotiations)

Bargaining takes place between par-
ties interested in forming coalitions. It
may take some time for students to get
serious about negotiating, but they will.
The duration of phase two is flexible
depending on the length of the class
session, but instructors should allot a
minimum of 20 minutes to this phase.

At some point during this phase of
the simulation, the instructor should call
a time-out and allow the students to re-
group within their own parties in order
to assess how negotiations are going
and to re-evaluate their strategies. This
is a particularly helpful idea because
each party, as noted above, was split
into two subgroups (those who stay and
those who leave the headquarters), and
different negotiating points may have
evolved within the two subgroups. After
five minutes or so, the instructor can
announce that negotiations can begin
again.

The instructor should announce a
time limit that is dependent on the
length of the class period. In a one-
hour class session, 20 minutes is appro-
priate, or longer if Phase 3 (below) is
not used. At the conclusion of the ne-
gotiation phase, the groups announce
which, if any, coalitions have been
formed.

Phase 3 (New Polling Numbers)

This optional—but very valuable—
phase adds an element of realism to the
simulation and occurs before students
conclude their negotiations. The length
of this phase is, again, dependent on
class length. Ten or 15 minutes is ap-
propriate for a one-hour class period.
The instructor will need to get a feel
for how close students are to forming
coalitions; for Phase 3, it is imperative
that the negotiations be halted before
students have settled on coalition part-
ners. At this point, the instructor an-

Table 1

nounces that it is now just three weeks
before the election and that new polling
numbers have been released. These
numbers can be manipulated by the in-
structor in many ways. For example, if
instructors want to demonstrate the in-
fluence of the Greens, that party’s num-
bers could increase. If instructors want
to emphasize how the former Commu-
nists can still be important players in
some European countries, they could in-
crease the numbers for that party.
Boosting the numbers for small parties
will enhance their role in the simulation
and drive home the point that small
parties can thrive in PR systems but not
in plurality systems.

Phase 4 (Results of Negotiations)

It is the day after the election. The
instructor announces the results of the
election, and students learn which coali-
tion succeeded.

With polling numbers like those
listed in Table 1 below, the Free
Democrats and the Christian Democrats
usually form a coalition. A second
coalition is typically formed between
the Social Democrats and Greens. The
Party of Democratic Socialists may or
may not be a part of this second coali-
tion, depending on how students choose
to negotiate.

Both the Green Party and the Free
Democrats are typically courted strongly
by the other parties, and both parties
normally assume that they will have a
seat in government. However, the elec-
tion results provided in the table have
denied one of these parties that opportu-
nity (because the party did not pass the
minimum 5% threshold). This outcome
demonstrates yet again the value of
rules in the electoral process.

Keep in mind, however, that all of
the polling and election result numbers
can be manipulated from semester to
semester according to how the instructor
wishes the simulation to proceed.

Polling and Election Results by Party

Political Party

Polling Numbers
Two Months Prior to the
Election (+3%)

Actual
Election Results

Christian Democrats

Free Democrats

Greens

Party of Democratic Socialists
Social Democrats

37% 35%
7 4
12 17
5 8
39 36

Note that the table could have another column of “updated” polling numbers if the
instructor wishes to use phase three of the simulation.
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Debriefing the Simulation

One of the most valuable learning
aspects of a simulation is the debrief-
ing session. This is the opportunity to
look back on the entire process and
examine the main conceptual points
that students should have learned along
the way. It is best to hold the debrief-
ing session immediately after the simu-
lation while it is still fresh in people’s
minds. But if time does not permit, it
can be held at the start of the next
class period.

The debriefing process can be either
instructor-led or driven by the students.
The instructor-led method lets the in-
structor recap the main conceptual
points for the students. Time should
still be allowed for questions and dis-
cussion. This approach leaves the in-
structor in control, and can be a rela-
tively quick process. Another option is
to have students work in their groups
(for about 5-10 minutes) to recap
on their own the simulation’s main
points. After the time period is up, the
instructor calls on each group in turn
to present what they thought was a
main point from the simulation. When
all of the groups have weighed in on
the subject, the instructor then fills in
any gaps.

Whether the debriefing is instructor-
or student-led, the instructor should
make sure that the class addresses the
following key concepts:

(a) Electoral rules have a big impact on
the behavior of political parties. Stu-
dents may be asked how different

References

Allen, Christopher S. 2002. “Germany.” In
European Politics in Transition, 4th edition,
ed. Mark Kesselman and Joel Krieger.
Boston: Houghton-Mifflin Company.

Dalton, Russell J. 2003. “Politics in Germany.”
In Comparative Politics Today, 7th edition,

104

the simulation would have been, for
example, without the 5% rule or,
more importantly, with a plurality
voting method.

(b) Related to the first point, the simu-
lation highlighted the relevance of
third parties and the potential politi-
cal impact they can have under PR
rules. American students who are in-
terested in, or members of, third
parties in the U.S. should understand
that their prospects for electoral suc-
cess are severely hampered by the
single-member-district voting rule.
Students should be reminded that
PR systems may be more demo-
cratic in the sense that they can al-
low more diverse voices in Parlia-
ment and thus better reflect public
opinion. For example, the Green
Party that gets 6% of the national
vote in the U.S. will be much less
influential than a Green Party with a
similar showing in a PR system. It
can be valuable, however, to discuss
the consequences of a strong show-
ing of a third party, like the Greens,
in state or local elections in the
U.s.

(c) All parties, especially in PR sys-
tems, face tensions between the de-
sire to retain ideological purity and
the practical objective of getting into
government. As part of this discus-
sion, the instructor may explore the
students’ bargaining effectiveness
among the coalition partners. Were
some parties better than others at
extracting concessions? For example,
did the Social Democrats get sup-
port from the Greens without having
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to give the Greens any important
ministerial posts? Were some indi-
viduals better negotiators than oth-
ers? As sometimes happens in the
simulation and in real life, very
good negotiators can achieve results
beyond what one would otherwise
expect.

The instructor may also want to say
a few words about why the actual elec-
tion results were so different from the
polling data two months prior to the
election. The difference, for example,
could be explained by protest votes,
changes in voter attitudes (which could
result from a variety of things), etc. The
instructor should also remind students
about why the 5% rule exists (and why
it is not relevant in the U.S.), and re-
state the importance of sampling error
in polls.

Finally, a useful way to conclude the
debriefing session is to ask students to
discuss (either as a class or in their
respective groups) what was unrealistic
about the simulation. This part of the
exercise is valuable for both students
and the instructor. Students may become
aware of how their behavior during the
simulation was inappropriate (e.g.,
Christian Democrats trying to court the
former Communists). When students
find aspects of the structure of the sim-
ulation unrealistic, the instructor can
concur that some things are impossible
to act out realistically (e.g. the entire
process took one hour). However, stu-
dent critiques can also provide the in-
structor with suggestions for making the
simulation more realistic in the future.

Shellman, Stephen M. 2001. “Active Learning
in Comparative Politics: A Mock German
Election and Coalition-Formation Simula-
tion.” PS: Political Science and Politics 34
(December): 827-834.

PS January 2004



