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Where My Interest Began



Strategies for 
minority 
government 
formation: 
Legacies and 
learning in 
Australia 

• Minority governments in recent times
• 23 minority governments in Australia in the 

study period – 1989 to 2021

• Now 27 – NSW 2023, ACT 2024 and Tas 
2024, 2025.

• 28 if you count the 2021 Gutwein 
government after Sue Hickey defected to 
take the Speakership and vote 
independently.



Current Tas House of Assembly post 2025 election



Decline in combined 
major party vote share

Consistent downward 
trend

Still in high 60s

Reasons for the Trend



• Despite growing incident there is still aversion to 
them.

• Voters seem to penalise major parties that enter 
into minority government (but not in all cases).

• Not surprisingly major parties run fear campaigns 
against them. 

• Leads to promises of “No deals” (especially with the 
Greens).

The Minority Government Paradox



The Study

Central question:

How do the legacies of past 
government formation effect 
the formation of subsequent 
governments in hung 
parliaments in Australia?

The Research 

• The thesis looked at all minority governments in the 
period Included any Australian governments formed post-
election in the context of a hung parliament, irrespective 
of whether they are single-party governments supported 
by agreements or coalitions. Excluded pre-election 
coalitions such as the long-standing Liberal National 
Party Coalition

• Focused on five subnational minority government case 
studies.

• Three of the cases are from Tasmanian (1989, 1996, 
2010) and two from Queensland (1998 and 2015).

• These collectively represent all models of minority 
government found in Australia over the study period and 
since.
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The three basic models:
• Minority governments with some sort 

of accord or agreement with 
crossbench members (Accords 
based on policy or Charters of Good 
Government).

• Those with no agreement at all 
except a promise to support supply 
and confidence.

• Coalitions with non-government 
party members in Cabinet.



Methodology • Comparative analysis of two vastly different 
political systems:

• Queensland – no upper house, single member 
electorates, preferential voting.

• Tasmania – lower and upper house. Hare-Clark 
proportional voting in the lower house. 

• Different political histories. 

• Used Historical Institutionalism and policy transfer 
theory to analyse changes made to political institutions 
in the different jurisdictions to either:

Ø Manage minority government 
formation

Ø Or to try to avoid minority 
government



Theory and 
methodology

• HI theory allows that, while institutions constrain and moderate the actions 
of political actors, leaders can exercise ‘agency’ and play a significant role 
in bringing about change.

• HI also explains how societal attitudes about majority and minority 
government, as well as expectations of appropriate behaviour, have a 
strong influence on minority government formation and evolve gradually 
over time.

• Two consistent themes within the minority government literature:

§ The important role of a very small group of political actors involved in 
minority government formation decision-making

§ The importance of institutions in shaping, constraining and, in many 
cases, facilitating minority government



The key 
institutions

• Constitutions 

• Electoral systems

• Parliamentary rules and procedures as well as those which 
influence the form and conduct of political parties

• Conventions – particularly those aimed at ensuring the 
continuity of government and the cabinet conventions of joint 
ministerial responsibility

• Institutional and policy change resulting from lesson learning, 
policy transfer or diffusion due to experience of minority 
government

• The introduction of new institutions at ‘critical junctures’ which 
affect future minority government formation



Types of Institutional Changes Documented

Ø Institutionalisation of “No deals”, “Govern in Majority or not at all” as standard major party election 
strategy

Ø Requirement for all party candidates to sign a pledge of no deals (ALP in the 1990s and post 
2020)

Ø Electoral systems 

Ø Tasmania -  reduction in the size of parliament

Ø - Queensland – changes to optional preferential voting (OPV)  system in response to One 
Nation rise – Labor’s “Just Vote 1” strategy the replacement in 2016 of OPV with Compulsory 
Preferential Voting (CPV)

Ø Introduction of fixed four-year terms as part of the commitments made in minority 
government agreements such as in NSW in 1995 and Victoria and the ACT in 2003. 



Accords and 
other documents

The thesis demonstrated the evolution and diffusion of the three 
main variants of these government formation devices:

Ø Those that follow the Tasmanian Accord model 

Ø The NSW Charter of Good Government/Memorandum of 
Understanding model 

Ø The ACT model of including non-government MPs in cabinet 
with and the associated relaxation of rules regarding the 
convention of joint ministerial responsibility

Ø Next graphic charts the transfer of Accord-like agreements, 
Charters of good government and the weakening of the 
convention of joint ministerial responsibility to facilitate 
inclusion of non-government MPs in Cabinet

The 1989 Tasmanian Accord, the 
first of its kind in Australia, was 
adapted from a 1985 Canadian 
model which was specifically 
labelled as:

 ‘an alternative to coalition 
government’ and ‘a new 
mechanism of co-operation for 
minority government formation 
to avoid multiple elections in a 
short period of time’



Flow chart of origin 
of government 
agreement models 

government agreements. 
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Changes to 
parliamentary 
institutions

Many agreements include a suite of measures to reform the 
operations and accountability of the parliaments:

Ø Strengthening of parliamentary committees or the introduction of 
new ones

Ø A more independent role and status for the Speaker

Ø Tighter time limits for questions, answers and ministerial statements

Ø More time allocated for debate on matters of public importance

Ø Enhanced opportunities for private members to speak and make 
constituency statements

Ø Changes to sitting hours

Ø More resources for parliamentary research services

Ø Access to parliamentary legislation drafting services

Ø The introduction of pecuniary interest registers and a record of gifts 
and donations made to members and parties



Non-Government 
MPs in Cabinet

• The introduction and diffusion of the inclusion of non-
government members in cabinet represents a major change to 
our system of government

• Equally important is the resultant change to the Westminster 
system government convention of joint ministerial responsibility 
and solidarity 

• Under this agreement model, non-government party ministers 
were able to exclude themselves from cabinet consideration on 
specified issues and subsequently vote against the government 
with no threat to either their own position, or the stability of the 
government



Changes to 
political parties • Political parties and party systems are institutions under HI theory

• In interviews for the thesis Bob Brown argued that the 
establishment of the Tasmanian Greens in 1991 and then the 
Australian Greens a year later was a direct consequence of the 
experience of the 1989 minority government.

• Lara Giddings noted that the backlash by the Labor organisational 
wing and unions against the decisions of Bartlett and herself who 
negotiated the 2010 Labor-Green coalition agreement led to 
major rule changes aimed at preventing future Labor leaders from 
negotiating minority government agreements without prior 
agreement of the party’s organisational wing



Changes to 
access 
arrangements for 
non-ministerial 
MPs

• Trust between leaders as a key element in ensuring stability

• New rules, procedures and protocols are often put in place to 
ensure the stability of these minority government relationships.

• Crossbench MPs are given direct access and regular meetings 
with the premier as well as designated senior advisers as 
nominated liaison officers

• To a greater or lesser extent, they also get access to the 
ministers and briefings by senior bureaucrats on legislation and 
policy. 

• These are more than mere mechanisms to protect the 
relationship. They represent substantive changes to long-held 
institutional practice within government administration and the 
bureaucracy.



Changes to 
public 
understanding of 
our constitution 
and conventions

• Every time there is a prediction of a hung parliament, the same 
issues come up

• Many similarities in the issues raised in the lead up to our 
recent election and past hung parliaments

• One of the learning outcomes from the experience of minority 
government is a far better understanding of the constitutional 
requirements and institutional constraints on political actors in 
relation to minority government formation and the role of the 
Governor



Some of the Basic Rules and Conventions

1. There must always be a government

2. Our Constitution does not mention or recognise political parties – there are 35 equal MHAs

3. The Premier is the principal adviser to the Governor. Unless there is a clear-cut result, the Premier 
going into an election remains the premier until a week after the writs are returned.

4. The claim that the party with the most seats must be government is incorrect. 

5. The Governor appoints the member he or she believes can secure supply and maintain 
confidence for a reasonable period of time (which is never defined). 

6. If the outcome of an election is unclear the convention is that the existing Premier is 
recommissioned to form a Cabinet to allow support to be determined by a vote in the Assembly 
so as not to involve the Crown in politics.



Issue 1: Do 
Minority 
Governments 
cause a 
downturn in 
the economy 
and budget 
problems?

• Difficult to apportion cause and effect.

• Some minority governments inherit difficult financial 
circumstances.

• The Field government inherited the Gray government’s 
debt crisis

• The Giddings’ government had to tackle the long hangover 
from the Global Financial Crisis

• The current Rockliff minority government has inherited a 
difficult budgetary position of its own making in majority

• Must be acknowledged that these exogenous factors 
affect public attitudes to minority governments, due to the 
impacts on the ability of those governments to implement 
their policies and pledges. 



Issue 2: Do they 
have more 
difficulty 
establishing 
legitimacy and 
keeping promises?

• There are often questions over whether a minority 
government is “legitimate” due to the size of their vote 
and no clear mandate.

• Factors influencing this are the need for policy 
compromises, actual or perceived broken election 
promises. 

• An example of this was the backlash against the Gillard 
2010 Labor federal government in relation to the carbon 
tax which was seen as a broken promise.

• Nevertheless, the research found little difference in the 
record of keeping election promises between 
governments with or without legislative majorities



Issue 3: Are minority 
governments less 
stable?

• Longevity is often used as measure of instability.

• Two of the Tasmania case studies – the 1989 Field government 
and the 1996 Rundle government – were cut short.

• However, there did not appear, on average, to be major disparities 
in length of terms of majority and minority governments. 

• Three of the five case studies – the two Queensland minority 
governments and the Bartlett/Giddings coalition government – 
effectively ran full terms. 

• In the 34 Tasmanian elections between 1909 and 2018  the 
average lifespan of the governments was 3.18 years. The average 
for hung parliaments (of which there are 13 in this period) was 2.52 
years. 

• Conversely we have seen the term of the 2018 “stable” majority 
government cut short by a year and the next Liberal majority 
government lose seven members including premier Gutwein and 
four other ministers.



Issue 4: 
Legislative 
Record as an 
indicator of 
performance 

• Legislative record is often used as a measure of performance

• Analysis of legislative programs in Tasmania and Queensland 
parliaments showed that, while there was year to year variation 
in bills passed, there was very little difference between the 
legislative record of majority and minority governments. 

• The number of bills fluctuates each year irrespective of what 
type of government – Labor or Liberal or majority or minority

• Research found the average number of bills introduced each 
year in Tasmania is 84 

• The main years when the number was lower were 1989, 1998, 
2002 and 2014.

• This may be partially explained by the fact that these were 
election years. Incoming governments need to set a new 
agenda with the consequential additional time needed to 
generate bills.



Issue 5: Do 
minority 
government 
participants 
suffer an 
electoral 
backlash?

Ø About half of the minority governments in Australia since 1989 
lost the next election due to a fall in support

Ø The impact on the minor parties or independents was less 
severe with just over a third losing support at the next election.

Ø An electoral backlash against the government parties and the 
Greens was demonstrated in all three Tasmanian case studies

Ø The two Queensland case studies are among the other half. In 
both cases, the governing party (Labor) was returned in 
majority, and the balance of power independent Peter 
Wellington was re-elected. 

Ø There are signs this anti-minority government sentiment may be 
softening, but it is still strong as the next two screenshots of a 
UNSW survey found. 






