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A test of the Law of 1/n for Belgium: 

Does “more politicians” mean “more public spending”?
1
 

Geert Jennes 

Vives, KULeuven 

March 2015  

Abstract: 

We investigate if a more populous or fragmented executive or legislative increases public spending, an 

effect known as “the Law of 1/n”. We test this for the supra-local governments of Belgium. On the basis 

of our dataset –including rather few “cross-sections” as well as rather few changes in our political 

variables of interest over time- we find few indications that more politicians or more fragmented 

governments lead to an increase in overall public expenditures. We find weak evidence in favour of a 

positive effect of a change in the size of the executive, more in particular of the number of ministers 

composing the governing coalition, on public spending. Our identification is based on an IV regression 

approach, instrumenting the number of ministers overall with their resp. number in governments in 

charge of a decentralisation round. Belgian governments in charge of a decentralisation round are 

constitutionally obliged to rely on broad parliamentary support, and therefore tend to be larger. We also 

find that there is no effect of a change in the size or fragmentation of the legislative on public spending.  

Keywords: distributive politics; public expenditures; fiscal federalism; politicians; political institutions 
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Samenvatting 

We onderzoeken of een meer bevolkte of gefragmenteerde uitvoerende macht of een meer bevolkte of 

gefragmenteerde wetgevende macht leidt tot een verhoging van de overheidsuitgaven, een effect dat 

bekend staat als "de wet van 1/n" (Weingast e.a. 1981). We testen dit effect voor de boven-lokale 

overheden van België, namelijk de Belgische federale overheid en de Belgische gewest- en 

gemeenschapsoverheden, gezien deze de Belgische overheden zijn die verantwoordelijk zijn voor het 

grootste deel van de overheidsuitgaven in België. Hoewel onze dataset beperkt is (evenals het aantal 

Belgische boven-lokale overheden als zodanig), en hoewel onze identificatie uitsluitend is gebaseerd op 

variatie in de tijd inzake de samenstelling van de uitvoerende en de wetgevende machten van de 

verschillende boven-lokale overheden van België, vinden we enig bewijs in het voordeel van een positief 

effect van een verandering in de grootte van de uitvoerende macht, meer in het bijzonder van het aantal 

ministers, op de overheidsuitgaven. 

Onze identificatie is gebaseerd op een IV-regressie-benadering, die het aantal ministers in regeringen 

instrumenteert met hun resp. aantal in regeringen die belast zijn met een "staatshervorming". Een 

"staatshervorming" is een Belgische decentralisatieronde waarvoor de steun van een 2/3 meerderheid in 

het federale parlement grondwettelijk vereist is. Dit is een meerderheid waarvoor Belgische politici 

meestal de basis leggen door extra partijen op te nemen in de regeringscoalitie, wat op zijn beurt het 

aantal ministers verhoogt. 

We vinden ook dat een verandering in de grootte of de versnippering van de wetgevende macht geen 

effect heeft op de overheidsuitgaven. Dit is niet zo verwonderlijk, gezien veranderingen doorheen de tijd 

in omvang van de wetgevende minder frequent zijn dan veranderingen doorheen de tijd in omvang van 

de uitvoerende macht, gezien in België de uitvoerende macht wordt verondersteld de wetgevende te 

domineren in termen van macht over de overheidsuitgaven, en gezien in België parlementsleden worden 

verkozen volgens een proportioneel systeem, wat hun “incentives” tot overbesteding lijkt te 

verminderen in vergelijking met een “first-past-the-post”-systeem. 

Ons onderzoek is het nauwst verwant aan dat van Baskaran (2013) voor de Duitse deelstaten. Niet alleen 

hebben zowel onze als Baskarans onderzoek als voorwerp (1) boven-lokale overheden (2) binnen één en 

hetzelfde land. Maar ook methodologisch zijn beide studies verwant, gezien ze endogeniteit van 

politieke variabelen ernstig nemen. Daarom vertrouwen ze enkel op “within” variatie voor identificatie 

en steunen ze bovendien op een IV-regressie-benadering (“Instrumentele Variabelen”). Ook in termen 

van bevindingen zijn de 2 studies gelijkaardig: zowel de onze als die van Baskaran vinden weinig bewijs 

dat een “wet van 1/n” zou gelden voor de resp. steekproeven, tot op zekere hoogte met uitzondering 

voor het aantal ministers in onze studie. Een verschil tussen de 2 studies is natuurlijk dat Baskaran 

gebruik kan maken van veel meer waarnemingen (16 deelstaten * 35 jaren). 

Onze algemeen besluit moet dus zijn dat op basis van onze dataset -inbegrepen vrij weinig "cross-

secties” (d.w.z. vrij weinig boven-lokale overheden) evenals vrij weinig veranderingen in het aantal 

politici over de tijd- we in het algemeen weinig aanwijzingen hebben dat een toename van het aantal 

politici de totale overheidsuitgaven verhoogt (natuurlijk afgezien van het verhogen van de directe 

uitgaven besteed aan politici). Redenen voor dit resultaat zijn mogelijk onze beperkte dataset, waarin 

o.a. tijdreeksen ontbreken inzake het aantal leden van de privé-kabinetten van ministers en de uitgaven 

aan deze kabinetten, evenals de beperkte variatie in de meeste overige politieke variabelen. Een 

mogelijke inhoudelijke verklaring van het ontbreken van een robuust effect gaat terug op Buchanan en 
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Tullock (1962, in MacDonald 2008 geciteerd). Zij betogen dat de besluitvormingskosten verhogen met de 

groepsgrootte. Het is mogelijk dat stemmenruil moeilijker wordt als een "groep" een bepaalde 

drempelwaarde heeft overschreden met betrekking tot zijn grootte. Het Belgische proces van politieke 

decentralisatie en fragmentatie -dat voor een belangrijk deel plaatsvond over onze steekproefperiode- 

heeft mogelijk het aantal de facto "veto-spelers" zo groot gemaakt dat in een aantal belangrijke 

opzichten stemmenruil -die zo typisch is om wetgeving tot stand te brengen in "veto"-omgevingen - 

onmogelijk is geworden. 
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1.Introduction 

In 1981, Weingast e.a. predicted in a seminal theoretical paper that government spending would 

increase in the number of electoral districts. Weingast e.a. demonstrated that the smaller the share of a 

single electoral district in total tax revenue raised, the less a politician elected in that district would 

internalise the cost of taxation, hence increasing his perceived net benefit of government spending in his 

district. The share of a single electoral district in total tax revenue is 1/n, assuming that there are n 

districts of equal size, that the parliament and only the parliament decides on expenditure, and that each 

district elects only one politician. Weingast e.a. (1981)’s prediction has since then been known as the 

Law of many districts, the Law of 1/n, and/or the common pool problem. The more powerful each single 

district is within the decision making process, the worse the common pool problem becomes. In the 

extreme, each district is a “veto player”, i.e. each district’s consent is needed for legislation to pass.  

In what follows, we will develop a test of the Law of 1/n for Belgian supra-local governments. We will not 

only interpret “n” according to its narrow, literal meaning –i.e. the number of geographic electoral 

districts-, but rather more generally as the number of decision-makers involved in expenditure policy, 

both within the legislative and within the executive. Moreover, we will interpret “n” both in terms of 

geographically based interest groups (“electoral districts”) and in terms of interest groups with a social 

or bureaucratic basis (“constituencies”)
2
. This is because most Belgian politicians not only have a 

geographical constituency but also a social or bureaucratic constituency, also given the political party 

they belong to. That most Belgian politicians not only focus their re-election efforts on their geographical 

constituency is partly due to Belgium’s proportional electoral system, in which any electoral district 

elects more than one politician
3
.  

Our hypothesis is that any positive effect of the size of the executive on overall expenditure will be likely 

be larger than any positive effect of the size of the legislative on overall expenditure, as in Belgium the 

executive is known to be much more powerful than the legislative
4
. In a nutshell, this is because the 

career prospects of individual MPs are largely determined by the political party he/she belongs to, and 

because the most powerful politicians of any political party have as their major career ambition to 

become a minister
5
. In our regression analysis below, we will find few indications that more politicians or 

more fragmented governments lead to an increase in overall public expenditures. We will find weak 

evidence in favour of a positive effect of a change in the size of the executive, more in particular of the 

                                                           
2
 One could however imagine other reasons than re-election for a politician to increase expenditures. Referring to 

Niskanen (1971), politicians seem to share characteristics with civil servants, in that both seem to have an interest 

in expenditure maximization as such. Public spending would also seem to be the “natural bevaviour” even of any 

benevolent, non-reelection driven politician, as public spending seems to be a politician’s natural reaction to social 

problems. 
3
 E.g. since the 2002 Federal electoral districts merger, the smallest Federal electoral district (Luxembourg) elects 4 

members of the House of Representatives. 
4
 Jennes (2014a) and Jennes and Persyn (2015) are examples of empirical demonstrations that players within 

Belgian government executives are able to steer extra spending to their “constituencies”: Jennes (2014) 

demonstrates that political parties in power at government levels that subsidise municipalities of the Brussels 

Region are able to favour party-politically aligned municipalities. Jennes and Persyn (2015) demonstrate that 

Federal ministers manage to favour inhabitants of their electoral district with more social spending and/or less 

taxation. 
5
 Or to become the president of their party (or both at the same time). Also for these reasons Belgium is labeled a 

“party-cracy”. For the dominance of the executive and of political parties in Belgium, see e.g. Timmermans (1994) 

and Dewachter (2001). 
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number of ministers composing the governing coalition, on public spending. We will also find that there 

is no effect of a change in the size or fragmentation of the legislative on public spending. 

The remainder of the paper comprises a presentation of the 9 supra-local governments of Belgium, a 

motivation of our research, a literature overview, a discussion of our dataset, an outline of our empirical 

strategy, a report of our regression results, and a conclusion. 

2.A presentation of the 9 supra-local governments of Belgium 

Belgium is a federal country consisting of a Federal government, 3 Regional governments and 3 

Community governments. Additional governments above the provincial and municipal level
6
 are the VGC 

and the COCOF, which resp. provide public goods related to Community competencies for the Flemish 

resp. Francophone inhabitants of the Brussels Region
7
, and the GGC, which provides public goods related 

to Community competencies concerning all inhabitants of the Brussels Region (i.e. care for children, 

handicapped, and elderly). Hence in Belgium there exist 9 governments above the local level (and not 10 

as one might conclude, because immediately after the creation of the Regions and Communities in 1980, 

the Flemish Community and Regional government merged into one). Table 1 gives an overview of the 9 

supra-local Belgian governments and their competencies. In parallel, chart 1 visualises the geographical 

reach of those 9 governments.  

It should be understood that, because those governments that are called “states” in other Federal 

countries consist in Belgium both of Regional and Community governments
8
, these 2 types of 

government considerably overlap each other territorially in Belgium. First and foremost, the Flemish 

Community government caters to the entire territory of the Flemish Region (but this does not matter as 

the Flemish Community government and the Flemish Regional government have been merged from the 

onset), while the French Community government caters to the entire territory of the Walloon Region 

except the territory taken care of by the German Speaking Community government. Secondly, both the 

Flemish (Community) government and the French Community government are active on the territory of 

the Brussels Region, “directly” as well as “indirectly”. They are “indirectly” active because they fund VGC 

resp. COCOF. VGC, COCOF, and GGC, which are all 3 active on the entire territory of the Brussels Region –

and only on its territory- and which are only financing Community competencies, should be considered 

as  governments distinct from both the Brussels Regional government as well as from other Belgian 

supra-local governments. While VGC and COCOF are financed by the Flemish government resp. the 

French Community government (as well as by the Brussels Regional government) (see Algoed 2009 p. 7-8 

for more detail), VGC and COCOF are governed by ministers and MPs that do not belong to the Flemish 

government nor to the French Community government. Instead they are governed by Flemish resp. 

                                                           
6
 In Belgium, provincial governments hardly have any competencies, as opposed to municipal governments. 

7
 As an extra complicating factor, VGC and COCOF do not exactly mirror each other in terms of competencies. I.e. 

the Flemish government has “contracted out” more competencies to VGC than the French Community government 

has “contracted out” to COCOF. E.g. COCOF is not in charge of expenditures in the field of Francophone education 

on Brussels territory while VGC does have the competency over Dutch-speaking education in Brussels. This partly 

explains the strongly diverging average VGC and COCOF expenditure amounts shown in table 2 below. Additionally, 

the Flemish government traditionally aims at providing “person-related” public goods to no less than 1/3 of the 

Brussels population, although the number of Dutch-speaking inhabitants of Brussels is estimated to have 

continuously decreased over our sample period. E.g. in the 2006 Brussels municipal elections, Flemish parties 

campaigning on a separate list obtained less than 10% of the total vote (CRISP 2007 p. 20).  
8
 Decentralisation of Belgium along Community lines has always been a Flemish demand, as Flanders wished to 

preserve the right to offer –“person-related”- public goods to Dutch-speaking Belgians on the territory of the 

Brussels Region. 
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Francophone ministers and MPs of the Brussels Regional government and parliament. Likewise for GGC: 

while it is financed by both the Federal and the Brussels Regional governments, and while it is only in 

charge of certain Community –as opposed to Regional- competencies on the territory of the Brussels 

Region, it is governed by those same ministers and MPs who govern the Brussels Region. However, in 

contrast to partial overlap with respect to politicians and territory, expenditures and revenues –i.e. 

competencies- of the 9 supra-local governments largely do not “overlap”. In other words: all 9 supra-

local governments are full-fledged governments with generally speaking distinguishable competencies, 

revenues and expenditures. In annex 1 we more extensively dwell on the relationship between the 

Belgian Regional and Community governments.  

Table 1: Competencies of supra-local governments of Belgium 

Supra-local government Competency 

   
Federal government 

Social security, justice, police, 

defense, … 

   Communities (Flemish, French, German 

Speaking) 

"Personal" affairs (education, culture, care of children, elderly, and 

handicapped, …) 

Regions (Flemish, Walloon, 

Brussels) 

"Territorial" affairs (infrastructure, industrial 

policy, …) 

  Community Commissions (VGC, 

COCOF, GGC) 

"Personal" affairs within the Brussels 

Region 

    

Chart 1: Territory of supra-local governments of Belgium 

 

Legend: Green: Flemish (Regional) government; Red + blue: Walloon Regional government; Blue: 

German Speaking Community government; Hatched: Brussels Regional government, GGC, VGC and 

COCOF; Green + hatched: Flemish (Community) government; Red + hatched: French Community 

government 

Source: map copied from Wikipedia  
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Table 2 compares the sizes of the 9 supra-local governments of Belgium. The variation in size is very high, 

both in terms of population covered and in terms of expenditures, expressed either in absolute terms or 

per capita. Over our sample period, the Federal government remained by far the largest Belgian 

government, population- and expenditure-wise, mainly because social security was an exclusively 

Federal competency over our sample period. By far the 2
nd

 largest government is the Flemish 

government, not only because inhabitants of the Flemish Region account for about 60% of total Belgian 

population, but also because it is the merger of the Flemish Regional and Community governments (since 

1980). In Francophone Belgium, the French Community government is larger than the Walloon Regional 

government mainly because the former additionally caters to Francophone inhabitants of the Brussels 

Region. Because there are no “language counts” in Belgium, there are no data on the number of 

Francophone resp. Dutch speaking inhabitants of the Brussels Region. Based the language of the political 

party in favour of which votes were cast during elections in the Brussels Region, and for reasons of 

simplicity, we assumed throughout our entire sample period that Francophone and Dutch speaking 

inhabitants made up 90 resp. 10% of total inhabitants of the Brussels Region
9
. It appears that 4 of our 9 

governments –GGC, VGC, COCOF, and DG- are much smaller –either population- or expenditure-wise- 

than the other 5 governments, which we will take into account in our regression analysis (see below). 

However, what the 9 governments have in common is that they –and only they- are Belgian supra-local 

governments, with supra-local competencies, elected parliaments, and governments consisting of 

ministers and –in some cases- junior ministers. 

Table 2: Sizes of the supra-local governments of Belgium, in terms of mean population and mean 

(primary) expenditures per government 

government population 

expenditures (in 1000 

real euros of 2012) 

expenditures per capita 

(in real euros of 2012) 

Federal government 10,279,561 90,876,130 8,840 

Flemish government 6,009,862 20,461,750 3,405 

French Community  4,282,560 8,170,165 1,908 

Walloon Region 3,378,689 6,088,054 1,802 

Brussels Region 1,004,301 2,218,665 2,209 

GGC 1,004,301 68,921 69 

COCOF 903,871 308,779 342 

VGC 100,430 121,429 1,209 

German Speaking Community 71,515 160,251 2,241 

 

Source: Statistics Belgium, “Conjunctuurnota” of the Ministry of Finance, website of the “Algemene 

Gegevensbank FOD B&B” (http://www.budgetFederal.be/NL/figures/Pages/databank.aspx). 

 

  

                                                           
9
 E.g. in the 2006 Brussels municipal elections, Flemish parties campaigning on a separate list obtained less than 

10% of the total vote (CRISP 2007 p. 20). 
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3.Motivation of the research question 

For several reasons, Belgium seems an interesting case to test the Law of 1/n at levels of government 

above the local –i.e. provincial and municipal- level: 

1) The supra-local level in Belgium accounts for the bulk of public expenditure. At the OECD 

website
10

, we find that local public expenditure in Belgium amounted to 6.3 and 7.1% of GDP in 

resp. 1995 and 2013
11

, while supra-local public expenditure in Belgium amounted to 45.7 and 

47.4% of GDP in resp. 1995 and 2013, with considerably more variation in the amount of supra-

local public expenditure over this time period than in the amount of local public expenditure
12

.  

2) We have collected supra-local expenditure data for Belgium from 1982 onwards, hence covering 

a time period during which considerable changes in the “n” meant by the Law of 1/n –changes 

which are conducive to statistical analysis- took place. These changes were mainly due to the 

“state reforms” –i.e. decentralisation rounds- of 1988-89, 1993, and 2001
13

. Not only have new 

governments been established over that time period
14

 –i.e. the 4 Brussels governments have 

been created in 1989- but also have existing governments obtained more political autonomy –

i.e. the Flemish Region/Community, the Walloon Region, and the French Community in 1993- 

and more expenditure responsibilities –i.e. the then existing Regions and Communities in 1988-

89 and 2001.  

3) All these changes have led to changes in the “n” meant by the Law of 1/n. The various 

institutional changes provoked by the “state reforms” included in our sample period are not only 

changes in the number of electoral districts per individual supra-local government, but also 

changes in the number of seats in individual supra-local government’s parliaments. Additionally, 

we will use the opportunity to also understand “n” as the number of ministers per individual 

supra-local government’s governing coalition, the number of parties included in each individual 

supra-local government’s governing coalition (the 2 latter measures are rather measures of 

government fragmentation than measures of the number of “districts”), the number of 

ministers’ “second jobs” per individual supra-local government, and the number of parties per 

individual supra-local government that obtained at least one parliamentary seat. The supra-local 

level provides us with an opportunity to understand “n” in many more ways than the local 

level
15

. Our understanding of “n” in a multitude of ways distinguishes our paper from the existing 

literature on the Law of 1/n. 

                                                           
10

 See OECD fiscal Federalism network database: 

http://www.oecd.org/tax/Federalism/oecdfiscaldecentralisationdatabase.htm#C_3 
11

 Resp. the first and the last year for which the OECD provides data. 
12

 However as shown by table 2 some of the Belgian supra-local governments account for much more expenditures 

than others. Despite successive decentralisation rounds, the by far largest Belgian government remains the Federal 

government. At the OECD website, we find that Federal government expenditure in Belgium amounted to 34.9 and 

34.1% of GDP in resp. 1995 and 2013, while expenditure by the Belgian Regions and Communities taken together 

amounted to only 10.9 and 13.3% of GDP in resp. 1995 and 2013.  
13

 A complicating factor is however that the panel dataset we have been able to establish is unbalanced: the 

Federal government was unable to provide us with expenditure data with respect to individual “lower-level” supra-

local governments that pre-date the year 1989. Hence for the 1982-1988 period the only supra-local government 

for which we have expenditure data available is the Federal government (see below). 
14

 The creation of new governments as such is a change in “n” of which -of course- our panel regression analysis of 

Belgium is not suited to investigate its impact on the amount of public expenditures (because of the absence of a 

counterfactual). 
15

 As opposed to Baskaran (2013), we hence will understand “n” not only in terms of the executive but also in terms 

of the legislative. Baskaran (2013 p. 357 and 368) motivates his understanding of “n” for the German states as 
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4) Belgium is generally thought of as a country characterised by both high (supra-local) public 

expenditure and a high number of (supra-local) politicians. Taking the first and the last year 

available in OECD statistics, total public expenditure in Belgium amounted to 51.1 and 54.4% in 

1997 resp. 2013, being the 6
th

 highest amount of all 31 OECD countries in both years
16

. But 

conventional wisdom in Belgium has it that it is the Belgian decentralisation process –having led 

to an increase in the number of (supra-local) governments since the 1
st

 “state reform” of 1970- 

that both (at least partly) explains the high level of public expenditures and the high number of 

politicians. Contrarily to conventional wisdom, our hypothesis is that it is the (high) number of 

politicians as such –and not (or not only) the decentralisation process that has led to the existing 

(high) number of politicians-, that partly explains the high level of public expenditure in Belgium. 

Otherwise stated: our hypothesis is that it is the way in which Belgium has been decentralised –

i.e. (1) by creating an entire new level of government –the Regions and Communities- rather 

than making existing lower level governments –the provinces and the municipalities- more 

autonomous (2) without considerably downsizing or abolishing any other level of government –

e.g. ever since the 1
st

 “state reform” of 1970, municipalities nor provinces have been downsized 

in a noteworthy way
17

-, that partly explains the high level of public expenditure in Belgium
18

.  

5) Our test of the “Law of 1/n” for Belgium may implicitly be a test of perhaps the most important 

meaning of “n” in Belgium: “n” as the 2 language groups –Dutch-speaking and French-speaking- 

according to which the Belgian Federal level has been organised ever since the 1970s (and hence 

over our entire sample period), and which has arguably meant an increase in a number of 

meanings of “n” at least at the executive level  of the Federal government. The 1970 “state 

reform” organised the Belgian Federal level in a “confederal” way: from 1970 on each member 

of the Federal parliament and each minister of the Federal government belongs to either the 

Dutch-speaking or the French-speaking parliamentary group. Each 2/3 majority of either Dutch-

speaking or French-speaking MPs has veto power over the voting of any Federal law and the 

government has to be composed of an equal number of Dutch- and French-speaking ministers 

(although about 60% of Belgian population is Flemish and hence Dutch-speaking). What is more: 

in the course of the 1970s all 3 major Belgian political parties –Christian-democratic, socialist, 

and liberal/conservative- split along Francophone/Flemish lines, which has led to a doubling of 

the number of political parties making up the federal government coalition ever since. Hence, in 

fact since the 1970s the Dutch-speaking and French-speaking language groups are the 

                                                                                                                                                                                            

limited to the executive with the argument that the number of political parties represented in the legislative has no 

impact on the amount of expenditures as opposed to the executive, because of which Baskaran only tests the 

impact of the size of the executive on the amount of expenditures. One could argue that this is however not the 

case with respect to the number of MPs: while opposition MPs may not be able to influence the amount of 

expenditures, the number of MPs supporting the government may well be able to, as the latter may have privileged 

access to ministers, to be able to plead in favour of more expenditures to their constituency, be it their 

“geographical constituency” or their “social constituency”. Likewise, the number of electoral districts from which a 

parliament is elected may then also influence total expenditures made. 
16

 See www.oecd.org. 
17

 Except for the major merger of municipalities conducted in 1976, but this operation should not be linked to the 

Belgian decentralisation process. Besides, in 1976, local government was still 100% a central government 

competence. 
18

 Another difference with conventional wisdom in Belgium is that our investigation focuses on the indirect 

expenditure consequences of the number of politicians. I.e. because of their incentive to get re-elected they seem 

to have an incentive to create extra expenditures, to be channeled to their electoral district. Conventional wisdom 

has it that politicians only directly cause public expenditures, i.e. because of their wage bill, their offices and other 

operating expenditures, and their circle of private advisors. 
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institutional translation of 2 major de facto electoral districts that have come into existence since 

then: since the 1970s, every single party of the 6 major Belgian political parties has only aimed at 

collecting votes in Francophone Belgium or in Flanders only. Of course our panel regression 

analysis does not allow to test for the expenditure consequences of the additional meaning “n” 

obtained in Belgium since the 1970s: indeed, the “confederal” organisation of the Federal 

government –and of the Brussels Regional government-
19

 have remained unchanged over our 

entire sample period (1982-2013).  

However, Lago-Peñas e.a. (2014) find empirical cross-country evidence for the negative impact 

of the regionalisation of party systems on fiscal performance: the lower the “nationalisation” of 

a party system, the larger the common pool problem and the lower the primary fiscal balance
20

. 

Lago-Peñas e.a. (2014) thereby characterise Belgium as a case of extreme party system 

regionalisation. In another empirical study of the Law of 1/n, Huber e.a. (2003) find for a 

different sample of countries power dispersion within coalitions as measured by the Banzhaf 

(1968) voting power index to be a determinant of the size of budget deficits. The Banzhaf power 

index measures the number of feasible coalitions in view of obtaining a majority in which a 

particular party is needed, as a share of the total number of feasible coalitions. In Banzhaf’s 

terminology, one could state that at the Belgian Federal level the power indices of the Flemish 

parties taken together and of the Francophone Belgian parties taken together are both 1, i.e. 

maximal, since –as stated above- constitutionally Federal ministers are to be proposed by 

Flemish and by Francophone parties in a 50-50% proportion and since –as stated above- 

constitutionally both language groups have got de facto veto power in the Federal parliament. 

Huber e.a. (2003) find that coalitions with equally strong partners –in terms of the Banzhaf 

power index- run significantly higher deficits than coalitions with 1 dominating party. Huber e.a. 

(2003 p. 342) hypothesise that this is because the absence of a dominant party makes possible a 

lasting “war of attrition” or stalemate between the coalition partners –in terms of damaging 

expenditure increases, in turn increasing the deficit. Annex 2 dwells on other important 

meanings of “n” in Belgium of which we cannot test the impact. 
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 As well as the “non-confederal” organisation of the other Belgian supra-local governments. 
20

 Lago-Peñas e.a. (2014) take the primary fiscal balance rather than overall expenditures as the dependent 

variable.  

Similarly, Rodden (2005 p. 139) states in particular for federal countries: “If national party leaders have substantial 

capacity to discipline co-partisans at other levels of government, it is easier for the central government to 

implement a coherent, unified policy agenda that transcends jurisdictional divisions. Thus strong, disciplined 

political parties that compete in all of the states can be a solution to underlying collective goods problems in 

federations”. Rodden (2005 p. 184) mentions Germany as an example of such partisan disciplining in the particular 

context of avoiding “moral hazard” in the states’ fiscal policies: “Federal party leaders control a variety of resources 

that are valuable for Land politicians, thus Germany’s highly integrated political parties put a ceiling on the 

incentives of Land politicians to position themselves for bailouts”. 
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4. Literature overview 

So far only a very limited number of ”direct” empirical investigations of the Law of 1/n have been 

conducted, i.e. investigations that give a purely legislative meaning to “n”, i.e. understanding “n” either 

as number of MPs or number of electoral districts. Moreover, as far as we know, only 1 of these 

investigations (Aid and Shvets 2012) concerned the supra-local level
21

. The theoretical foundation for the 

Law of 1/n was already laid in 1981, when Weingast e.a. (1981) demonstrated mathematically that if 

taxation is country-wide and to the extent that expenditures can be targeted locally, an increase in the 

number of electoral districts increases the incentive of politicians to overspend on their district, as they 

only internalise a fraction of the tax cost of these expenditures. Weingast e.a. (1981)’s theory is to be 

situated in the US context, characterised by a majoritarian electoral system resulting in only 1 Congress 

member per electoral district
22

 –seemingly posing a bigger common pool problem than a proportional 

system resulting in more than one elected politicians per district
23

- as well as by a Congress that is 

powerful in fiscal terms. Interestingly, Primo and Snyder (2008) demonstrate theoretically that a 

“reverse Law of 1/n” often holds for the US context. Pettersson-Lidbom (2012a) is the only study we are 

aware of that finds empirical evidence for such a “reverse Law of 1/n”, as it establishes –by means of a 

Regression Discontinuity Design
24

- a negative causal relationship between council size of Swedish and 

Finnish municipalities and public expenditures. Pettersson-Lidbom’s explanation is that civil servants –

not up for re-election- at the fiscally very important municipal levels of Sweden and Finland show more 

spending restraint if controlled by more local politicians –up for re-election.  

 

All other “direct” empirical tests of the Law of 1/n concern US states and US cities
25

. However, most of 

these tests conducted before 2008 do not include fixed effects to control for unobserved causes of 

differences between states or cities, let alone a proper IV or RDD approach to take into account 

endogeneity of the independent variable of interest. A notable case in point is Baqir (2002). MacDonald 

(2008) is the first “direct” study of the Law of 1/n that acknowledges the importance of city or state fixed 

effects and it finds that the positive relationship between city council size and expenditures disappears 

                                                           
21

 However, some countries are so decentralised that the distinction between the supra-local and the local level 

becomes less relevant. An example is the big expenditure responsibility, tax autonomy and political autonomy of 

Swedish municipalities. 
22

 Note that a consequence of the US context is that the number of electoral districts equals the size of the 

legislature (i.e. of the parliament). More districts hence means larger legislatures, while in a proportional system it 

would well be possible to reduce the number of districts while increasing the number of MPs. 
23

 In contrast to Pettersson-Lidbom (2012a p. 270) however, we would not assume that therefore politicians 

elected in a proportional system would not be subject to the common pool problem. Indeed, as Schaltegger and 

Feld (2009 p. 36) suggest, not only fragmentation in the legislative may increase spending, but also fragmentation 

in the executive or in the number of interest groups lobbying politicians.  
24

 The discontinuities Pettersson-Lidbom uses for identification are the inhabitants-per-municipality (Finland) and 

eligible-voters-per-municipality (Sweden) thresholds which –once surpassed, even if by 1 inhabitant- legally force 

the municipality in question to increase the size of its municipal council.  
25

 Interestingly, with respect to the US federal government, Inman and Fitts (1990) already provided some tentative 

evidence on the positive effect of the “size” of US Congress on expenditures (and therefore on its negative effect 

on allocative efficiency). Inman and Rubinfeld (1997 p. 51-52) argue that the US Congress is a legislative 

characterised by a norm of “universalism” –or “deference”- as opposed by a norm of “a minimal winning coalition”: 

as all US Congress’s members have agenda-setting power, the result is nearly unanimous approval of legislative 

proposals. (“You scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours.”) “N” can be argued to be larger in “universalistic” legislatives 

than in “minimal winning coalition” legislatives. (In the latter, typically only a small subset of members have 

agenda-setting powers.) US Congress’s “universalism” is the context in which Weingast e.a. (1981) proved their Law 

of 1/n theoretically. 
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once including such fixed effects. In contrast, Brooks e.a. (2011) find that larger council sizes lead US 

cities to turn a higher share of the Federal grants they receive into expenditures (as opposed to turning a 

part of those grants into tax cuts). The study by Brooks e.a. (2011) hence combines the empirical 

flypaper literature with the empirical “Law of 1/n” literature. Interestingly, Brooks e.a. (2011) find a way 

around the fact that there are no within changes in council sizes over their sample period, by interacting 

council size with grants, as the amounts of the latter do change over their sample period. However, apart 

from including city fixed effects, Brooks e.a. do not develop an empirical strategy that sufficiently deals 

with the possible endogeneity of council size as well as of grants. Another variation to the empirical “Law 

of 1/n” literature is the study by Aidt and Shvets (2012), who find for 7 US states that legislators bring 

less “pork” to their district when they cannot seek re-election anymore –i.e. once being faced with a 

term limit-, but that this reduction is smaller in states with many electoral districts and hence larger 

legislatures. However, Pettersson-Lidbom (2012b) criticises the Aidt and Shvets study for not clustering 

standard errors at the electoral district level
26

, finding that the latter would increase standard errors by 

50%, as well as for not including electoral district fixed effects, as a consequence of which their 

identification is largely based on between district variation, which may of course suffer from correlation 

with unobservables. 

 

Apart from that it is inspired by the –so far- limited number of ”direct” empirical investigations of the 

Law of 1/n, i.e. investigations that give a purely legislative meaning to “n”, our research is also related to 

the –slightly more numerous, but generally less recent- investigations of the effect of fragmentation of 

the executive on the budget balance (rather than on public expenditures
27

). These latter studies can be 

considered a rather ”indirect” test of the “Law of 1/n”, as “n” interpreted broadly may also relate to the 

number of “districts” / interest groups / veto players represented in the executive. A third difference 

with “direct” empirical investigations of the “Law of 1/n” is that “indirect” studies are mostly cross-

country, as most of them study fragmentation of central governments, while most “direct” studies 

investigate fragmentation of local governments. A final, and perhaps major difference, is that the 

“indirect” studies stand a higher chance of finding a statistically significant effect, as of course 

fragmentation of the executive –either in terms of number of ministers or in terms of number of 

coalition parties- is a more time-variant variable than “n” in its strict meaning, i.e. number of electoral 

districts or number of MPs. E.g. in the case of Belgium, changes in the latter mostly happened in the 

wake of or in parallel with a change of the constitution over our sample period
28

. 

 

The negative consequences of fragmentation of the executive on the budget balance have been 

theoretically established by Alesina and Tabellini (1992), Alesina and Perotti (1994), Velasco (1997), and 

Persson and Tabellini (2000). The same negative consequences have been empirically analysed for the 

first time by Roubini and Sachs (1989). Roubini and Sachs (1989) in particular demonstrate that large, 

                                                           
26

 A similar critique applies to Baqir (2002). 
27

 It seems to make sense to define the common pool problem either in terms of overall expenditures or in terms of 

the overall budget balance. Indeed, individual politicians could favour their constituency either with extra 

expenditures or with a lower tax burden or with both. 
28

 Of course, “n” in the legislative sense and “n” in the executive sense are not wholly independent from each 

other. E.g. the Flemish parliament in 2003 reduced its number of electoral districts from 17 to 6, i.a. motivated by 

the fact that smaller (and hence more) electoral districts put smaller political parties at a disadvantage during 

elections, also given the D’hondt system of translating vote shares into seat shares. (It was a small party (Spirit) that 

was the major promoter of the decrease in Flemish districts.) If smaller electoral districts mean less political parties 

represented in parliament, they also mean that the governing coalition stands a higher chance of being composed 

of less parties. 
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short-lived and incohesive coalition governments lead to large deficits
29

. Roubini and Sachs view avoiding 

deficits within one and the same government as a prisoner’s dilemma: all parties may prefer a balanced  

budget, but in the absence of strong coordination between them to achieve such a cooperative 

outcome, each party may have an incentive to protect and expand “its” part of the budget. Additionally, 

while cooperation of all coalition partners may be needed to avoid a deficit, non-cooperation by one of 

them may suffice to cause a deficit. Spolaore (1993) comes to a similar empirical finding as Roubini and 

Sachs (1989): the higher the number of parties in a coalition, the larger the deficit in response to a 

negative economic shock. In the same vein, but limiting their sample to US states, Alt and Lowry (1994) 

find deficits more likely under divided government –i.e. with the governor, the House of Representatives’ 

majority, and the Senate’s majority not all 3 belonging to the same party. However, it is unclear why Alt 

and Lowry split their sample of state – legislature observations in subsamples according to the degree of 

division of state governments –which in some cases reduces their number of observations to only 59-, 

rather than to make use of interaction terms within one and the same sample. Not clear either is the 

extent to which Alt and Lowry include state fixed effects into their regression analysis. Also Volkerink and 

de Haan (2001) and Perotti and Kontopoulos (2002) make the finding of Roubini and Sachs more specific, 

by providing empirical evidence that the number of ministers cause the budget deficit to increase more 

strongly and significantly than the number of parties in a coalition per se. Perotti and Kontopoulos (2002 

p. 213-214) find that the number of ministers and the number of parties are an even stronger 

determinant of the budget deficit in times of economic crisis (“difficult times”)
30

.  

 

More recent are a number of within-country empirical studies of the Law of 1/n with respect to the 

executive. Ashworth e.a. (2005) find for Flemish municipalities that coalition governments and 

governments comprised of many aldermen lead to higher expenditures. Schaltegger and Feld (2009) find 

for the Swiss cantons that public expenditures increase with the number of ministers –rather than with 

the number of political parties in the governing coalition- per canton. However, because Schaltegger and 

Feld’s independent variables of interest do not vary much within individual cantons, their identification is 

largely based on between-variation, rendering their finding vulnerable to omitted variable bias. 

Schaltegger and Feld do not explicitly tackle the problem of reversed causality either. Most recently, 

Baskaran (2013) finds for German states that neither the number of ministers nor the number of parties 

of which the states’ executives are comprised affect total spending, either in terms of statistical or in 

terms of economic significance. Interestingly, Baskaran’s identification of the effect of the number of 

coalition parties on expenditures is based on an IV approach that is in turn based on the German system 

of an electoral threshold of 5% of the vote, holding in any state parliament. This threshold creates 

exogenous variation in the number of parties represented in state parliaments –in that in some 

legislatures some parties happen just to pass the electoral threshold and that in some other legislatures 

some parties happen just to fail to pass the electoral threshold, in turn influencing the probability that 

the largest party can either form a single-party or a coalition government
31

. However, while Baskaran 

finds an interesting solution for the endogeneity of his political variable of interest “number of parties in 

                                                           
29

 However, de Haan and Sturm (1997) replicated Roubini and Sachs’ (1989) research, and failed to find a 

relationship between government fragmentation and budget deficits. 
30

 However, as pointed out by Pettersson-Lidbom (2012a), Perotti and Kontopoulos do not account for serial 

correlation in their panel data regressions. 
31

 For the case of Belgium, this IV cannot be used. Firstly, in Belgium an electoral threshold holds only since the 

2003 Federal elections and since the 2004 Regional elections. Secondly, in Belgium a party just passing or just not 

passing the electoral threshold does not affect the probability of a single party government being possible. Over 

our sample period, no single party came even close to obtaining 50% of the seats in any supra-local parliament and 

over our sample period often even 3 parties were needed to form a government supported by a parliamentary 

majority, in contrast to Germany. 
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the coalition”, he assumes that his alternative measurement of fragmentation, i.e. “number of ministers 

in the government”, is exogenous to public spending. In contrast to Baskaran, we will assume that also 

the number of ministers may be endogenous to public spending and we will develop an IV strategy to 

solve this problem. 

 

The studies by Ashworth e.a. (2005), Schaltegger and Feld (2009), and Baskaran (2013), as well as the 

much older one by Alt and Lowry (1994), stand out from the empirical government fragmentation 

literature because they focus on one single country, thereby avoiding the problem of unobserved time-

variant heterogeneity potentially plaguing cross-country studies of the fiscal effects of government 

fragmentation. 

 

5. Data 

We obtained data on expenditures per individual supra-local government –our dependent variable-, as 

well as government revenue data –split up between grants and own taxes raised- from 1989 onwards 

from the “Conjunctuurnota”, a publication of the Federal Ministry of Finance (which in Belgium is a 

separate ministry from the Federal Ministry of the Budget). Remarkably, we have not found expenditure 

and revenue data per supra-local government for earlier years
32

. The exception is the Federal 

government, for which the “Conjunctuurnota” allows us to collect expenditure data from 1982 onwards. 

Another exception is VGC, for which we have not found expenditure data in the “Conjunctuurnota”. We 

had to make use of the Ministry of the Budget’s “Algemene Gegevensbank FOD B&B” 

(http://www.budgetFederal.be/NL/figures/Pages/databank.aspx), although this source only shows 

expenditures for VGC from 2002 onwards. 

Graph 1 shows the evolution of our dependent variable, i.e. expenditures per capita per individual 

government considered over our sample period (in real euros of 2012) (as opposed to average 

expenditures per government over time, shown in table 2). The expenditure variable we consider is net 

of interest expenditures for all governments, because we assume that the latter are not under the 

control of the government, and moreover cannot be directed to a politician’s electoral district or 

constituency
33

. The considerable between variation with respect to expenditures is already clear from 

table 2 above. Here we briefly discuss within variation.  

 

 

  

                                                           
32

 Remarkably, the Federal Ministry of the Budget, to which the Federal Ministry of Finance referred us to for more 

detailed data for more years, replied to us that the earliest data on supra-local expenditures and revenues it had 

available concern the year 1997. The National Audit Office (“Rekenhof”), which is in charge of budget execution 

reporting / ex post auditing with respect to all supra-local governments, has not yet replied to our request for 

expenditure data pre-1989. Various sources that we consulted at the level of the individual governments of the 

Regions and Communities themselves ultimately referred us to individual annual budget laws of the 1980s. We 

have not found the time yet to consult individual budget law per budget law. 
33

 Evidently, the expenditures of the Federal government we consider are also net of grants to the other supra-local 

governments, all of which were mainly grants-financed over our sample period. Not only do we avoid to “count 

some expenditures twice” in so doing. But also we hence consider the size of those grants as independent from the 

size (“n”) of the Federal government. Indeed, those Federal grants are formula-based, and can only be changed by 

means of a “state reform”. Of course the executive may consist of many parties precisely in view of implementing a 

state reform, as “state reforms” need approval of 2/3 of Federal MPs, as well as of both a (simple) majority of 

Dutch-speaking and French-speaking MPs. We will control for “state reforms” in our regression analysis below. 
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Graph 1: (Primary) expenditures per capita per government (1982-2012) (in real euros of 2012) 

 

 
 

Note: red vertical bars indicate Federal election years; green vertical bars indicate concurrent Federal 

and Regional election years; black vertical bars indicate non-concurrent Regional election years  

 

Source: “Conjunctuurnota” of the Ministry of Finance; website of the “Algemene Gegevensbank FOD 

B&B” (http://www.budgetFederal.be/NL/figures/Pages/databank.aspx) 

Most striking is once again the evolution of Federal expenditures. Their decrease in the 1980s is a 

reflection of the expenditure reducing efforts by the “turnaround” government that came to power end 

of 1981 –as well as by its successor government that came to power in 1985. These efforts were in turn 

motivated by the snowballing interest expenditures of the 1980s, which in turn stemmed from the very 

large deficits incurred during the end of the 1970s and the beginning of the 1980s. In contrast, the steep 

decline in Federal spending between 1988 and 1989 is due to the 3
rd

 “state reform”, which was the 

largest in Belgian history fiscally speaking, in that important expenditure responsibilities such as 

education were devolved to the Communities and other important expenditure responsibilities such as 

the economy and infrastructure were devolved to the Regions. Strangely, this is reflected unequally in 

expenditure increases for the Regional and Community governments during the 1
st

 years for which 

expenditure data are available. We will have to take this problem into account in our regression analysis 

below. Another Federal expenditure shock happened in 2005, as the then Federal government had to 

revise its original accounting for the 2005 expenditures considerably upwardly after the European 

Commission obliged the Federal government to include its takeover of debt from the public railways in 

2005 into the budget. In contrast, expenditures of the other 8 supra-local governments evolved more 

smoothly, though most of them steadily increasing over time. The general picture is therefore one of 

overall primary public expenditure in Belgium steadily increasing over time
34

. Graph 1 also shows that 

                                                           
34

 This picture remains when expressing expenditures as a share of GDP, so that the increase shown in graph 1 is 

not just due to economic growth. As said above, taking the first and the last year available in OECD statistics, total 

public expenditure in Belgium increased from 51.1% in 1997 to 54.4% in 2013. 
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our panel is unbalanced not only because the Federal government is the only one for which we obtained 

expenditure data concerning the 1980s, but also because the first years for which we obtained 

expenditure data concerning COCOF, VGC and GGC are even more recent than 1989
35

. 

 

Because as an alternative, we will also investigate the Law of 1/n for Belgium not with respect to 

expenditures but with respect to the (primary) deficit, graph 2 shows the (primary) budget deficit (+ for 

deficit; - for surplus) per capita per individual government considered over our sample period (in real 

euros of 2012). Most striking from graph 2 is once again the evolution of the Federal (primary) deficit. 

Between variation is here much smaller, as traditionally an implicit fiscal pact between the supra-local 

governments stipulates that Regions and Communities would run a balanced budget, and as the Federal 

government prevented looming Regional and/or Community budget deficits in the past with implicit 

partial ex ante bailouts (i.e. on the occasion of the 1993, 2001, and 2013 “state reforms” (see Jennes 

2014 for more detail)). These bailouts not only keep down variation in the Belgian budget deficits but 

make this variable also less interesting to explain with the number of politicians and their fragmentation.  

 

Graph 2: (Primary) budget deficit per capita per government (1982-2012) (in real euros of 2012) 

 

 
 

Note: red vertical bars indicate Federal election years; green vertical bars indicate concurrent Federal 

and Regional election years; black vertical bars indicate non-concurrent Regional election years  

 

Source: “Conjunctuurnota” of the Ministry of Finance; website of the “Algemene Gegevensbank FOD 

B&B” (http://www.budgetFederal.be/NL/figures/Pages/databank.aspx) 
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 Most striking is the VGC, for which the “Conjunctuurnota” only records expenditure data from 2002 onwards. 

The VGC invited us to their paper archives to collect expenditure data for years preceding 2002, but we have not 

yet found the time to go and visit these archives. 
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Data on demographic and most economic control variables per geographical part of Belgium in which a 

particular supra-local government is active were provided by Statistics Belgium: the number of under 18 

years’ old, the number of over 59 years’ old, total population, and gross private income per capita. Again, 

remarkably, the demographic control data appear only to exist from 1989 onwards, except for total 

population covered per individual government. Unemployment data were provided by the Federal 

Ministry of Employment for years from 1982 onwards, and by the Employment Agency of the German 

Speaking Community of Belgium, for the German Speaking Community for years from 1990 onwards. As 

Pettersson-Lidbom (2006 p. 13) writes, such control data are often used in the public finance, fiscal 

Federalism and political economics literature, to capture either costs and benefits of government 

spending (under 18, over 59), economies of scale in public service provision (total population), fiscal 

capacity (gross private income per capita), or economic shocks (unemployment) (all assumed to be time-

varying). 

 

We obtained the raw data on our political variables of interest –number of ministers, number of “cabinet 

members” (i.e. ministers and junior ministers taken together), number of coalition parties, number of 

MPs, number of parties represented in parliament and their seat share, number of electoral districts, and 

direct cost of politicians - from the websites of the individual Belgian parliaments, from the website of 

the Federal Ministry of the Interior (http://www.ibzdgip.fgov.be/result/nl/search.php?type=year), from 

http://www.cumuleo.be, and from the website of the “Algemene Gegevensbank FOD B&B” 

(http://www.budgetFederal.be/NL/figures/Pages/databank.aspx). We used it to construct 11 political 

variables of interest, each measuring a different meaning of “n”: number of ministers per government, 

number of “cabinet members” per government, number of political parties making up the governing 

coalition per government, the Herfindahl index
36

 of this coalition (after weighting each party according to 

its share of the parliamentary seats), number of ministers’ “second jobs” per government, number of 

MPs per parliament, number of MPs supporting the government per parliament, number of electoral 

districts per parliament, number of political parties that obtained representation in the parliament per 

parliament
37

, the Herfindahl index of this parliamentary composition (after weighting each party 

according to its share of the parliamentary seats), and the direct cost of politicians per government. 

“Cabinet members” differ from ministers in that they also comprise so called “secretaries of state” and 

“government commissioners”, i.e. junior ministers that only characterize the Federal and the Brussels 

Regional governments, and that are distributed over coalition parties essentially to better translate 

election results into the distribution of cabinet posts (and also to circumvent the constitutional rule that 

Federal ministers should be distributed evenly over Flemish and Francophone coalition parties)
38

. During 

election years, we use as the value for the political variable concerned the one characterizing the 

outgoing –rather than the incoming government-, as elections never took place earlier in the calendar 

year than May over our sample period, and as negotiations preceding the establishment of a new 

government regularly took several months over our sample period. 

 

                                                           
36

 As is well-known, a Herfindahl index of 0 shows maximum fragmentation of power, while a Herfindahl index of 1 

shows maximum concentration of power. 
37

 Although for Germany, Baskaran (2013 p. 357) does not a priori see any direct effect of the number of parties in 

parliament on spending. 
38

 We use the term “cabinet members” for senior and junior ministers taken together, but we put it between 

quotation marks as we are not 100% satisfied with this term “cabinet members” as a way to distinguish ministers 

and junior ministers taken together from (senior) ministers considered separately from junior ministers. This is 

because junior ministers precisely are not allowed to take part in the weekly meeting of ministers (called the 

“council of ministers” in Belgium, but called the “cabinet meeting” in other countries). 
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Table 3a and b provide data –if available- on the evolution of the number of “n”, i.e. on the number of 

politicians and their direct cost but also on the number of electoral districts in Belgium between 1982 

and 2012, 1982 being the first year of our sample and 2012 being the most recent year for which we 

were able to collect data with respect to all meanings of “n”, i.e. including the direct costs of politicians. 

Additionally, we show numbers –if available- for 1990 and 1996, as these are the years right after the 

implementation of the “state reforms” of 1988-1989 and 1993, which obviously had considerable 

consequences for “n” in Belgium
39

.  Table 3a provides numbers in absolute terms.  

The number of ministers was particularly high around the year 1990, with the Brussels Regional 

government just created in 1989, and the then Federal government (1988-1991) consisting of several 

extra ministers in charge of implementing the 1988-89 state reform, which was the largest 

decentralisation round so far in Belgian history (at least fiscally speaking). Remarkably, the 1993 state 

reform, which essentially comprised the direct election of members of the Regional and Community 

parliaments, did not cause an increase in ministers. A similar evolution emerges when we consider 

“cabinet members” as a whole.  

Additionally, we obtained data on the number of remunerated “second jobs” per minister, thanks to the 

website www.cumuleo.be, which in turn is based on data published by the Belgian National Audit Office 

(“Rekenhof”), to which all Belgian “cabinet members” as well as MPs have to report their –remunerated 

as well as non-remunerated- “second jobs”, which may be either private or public sector employments
40

. 

Our hypothesis behind considering the number of ministers’ “second jobs” as another meaning of “n” is 

that public expenditures would increase with the number of ministers’ “second jobs”, as each “second 

job” may mean an extra “constituency” for a minister. We choose to focus on ministers’ “second jobs”, 

rather than on “cabinet members”’ or MPs’ “second jobs”, because –as said above- in Belgium ministers 

are considered more powerful than non-ministerial “cabinet members” and than MPs. We choose to 

focus on remunerated “second jobs” rather than on non-remunerated “second jobs”, because we 

hypothesise that the former are more important “constituencies” for a minister than the latter. 

Unfortunately, www.cumuleo.be only contains data for years from 2004 onwards
41

. (Because it is more 

easy to think of “second jobs” in terms of “second jobs” per minister, ministers’ “second jobs” is the only 

variable in table 3a that we express in a relative way, i.e. per minister. In 2012, a Belgian minister held on 

average 1.9 “second jobs”. This number increases to 4.8, if we also consider non-remunerated “second 

jobs”.) 

In contrast to the total number of ministers and “cabinet members”, the total number of MPs does show 

a continued increase of our sample period. It increases in 1990 due to the establishment of the 

parliament of the Brussels Region in 1989, and it further increases in 1996, right  after the first direct 

election of the other Regional and Community parliaments in Belgium in 1995
42

. Before 1995, these 

other Regional and Community parliaments simply consisted of the Walloon, Francophone, resp. Flemish 

MPs of the Federal parliament, which was known as the so called “double mandate”, and which hence 
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 In contrast, the 2001 “state reform” did not have such consequences, except increasing the number of MPs for 

the Brussels parliaments. 
40

 Frequently, Belgian supra-local politicians have a “second job” as a councilor, alderman, or mayor in their 

municipality of residence. 
41

 As 2004 was the 1
st

 year in which a law came into effect that had already been voted in 1995 and that obliges 

supra-local politicians to report their “second jobs” to the National Audit Office. 
42

 Exception made for the parliament of the German Speaking Community, which has been directly elected over our 

entire sample period. 



19 

 

effectively kept the number of MPs down until the Regional and Community elections of 1995
43

. (Note 

that there was no such overlap between the reps. executives of the Federal and the Regional and 

Community governments over our sample period.) The number of Belgian MPs also increased after the 

2001 state reform, which comprised an increase in the number of MPs of the Brussels Regional 

parliament, in an attempt to keep guaranteeing parliamentary representation of the –over our sample 

period continuously diminishing- Flemish inhabitants of the Brussels Region
44

. 

As for the number of electoral districts, this number evidently increased with the increase in the directly 

elected Regional and Community MPs in 1995, as the absence of such direct election for a number of 

supra-local governments before 1995 causes us to consider the number of electoral districts for these 

governments pre-1995 to be zero. However the increase in number of electoral districts shown in table 

3a between 1990 and 1996 remained rather limited, and even decreased after 1996, as 1) the 1993 

“state reform” also included a –complementary and rather large- reduction of the number of Federal 

electoral districts, both for elections of the House of Representatives and for the Senate, as 2) in 2002 

the Federal government once again decided to considerably reduce the number of electoral districts of 

the House of Representatives, and as 3) in 2003 also the Flemish government reduced its number of  

electoral districts.  

As should be clear from the last column of table 3a, we unfortunately did not succeed in collecting a 

large enough panel dataset with respect to the direct financial costs of politicians to include this variable 

into our regression analysis below
45

. By means of illustration, we show that in 2012, total public 

expenditures made for the financing of Belgian parliaments, of Belgian “cabinets” of private advisors of 

ministers (not to be confused with the cabinet of ministers –called the “council of ministers” in Belgium- 

as such)
46

, and of Belgian political parties amounted to 738 million euros
47

. We did not succeed either in 

making a breakdown between these 3 components of “direct cost of politicians” per individual Belgian 

government
48

.  
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 As said, an exception is the Brussels Regional parliament, which has been directly elected from its creation 

onwards in 1989. Another exception is the parliament of the German speaking Community, which also has always 

been directly elected since its creation in 1974. 
44

 Hence the 2001 “state reform” suggests that the organisation of a particular parliament along geographical-

linguistic lines –as it was implemented by the 1970 “state reform” with respect to the Federal parliament and by 

the 1988-89 “state reform” with respect to the Brussels Regional parliament- may increase the number of MPs. 
45

 As opposed to e.g. Pettersson-Lidbom (2006 p. 11) for his panel regression of governing parties’ vote share on 

specific expenditure categories for Swedish municipalities. 
46

 Compared internationally, these “cabinets” of private advisors of ministers seem large. Their total cost is 

estimated to be larger than the cost of parliaments. In Belgium, these “cabinets” are sometimes dubbed “parallel 

civil service”. 
47

 Calculated from “Algemene Gegevensbank FOD B&B”; 

http://www.budgetFederal.be/NL/figures/Pages/databank.aspx 
48

 In particular data about the public financing of political parties appear hard to find (see e.g. Smulders e.a. 2014). 

This is also because Belgian political parties are partly financed indirectly, i.e. via the financing of the Belgian 

parliaments. 

The amount of 738 million euros includes pension payments to former politicians. Over our sample period, Belgian 

MPs were entitled to a full parliamentary pension after a total of 20 years’ membership of a Belgian parliament and 

from the age of 55. However, not included in the amount of 738 million euros are the extra income many supra-

local politicians in Belgium receive thanks to their “second jobs” in the Belgian (local or supra-local) public sector, 

for lack of data. (Information on the number of individual politicians’ “second jobs” is however available at 

http://www.cumuleo.be/.) Nor does it include the salaries of the “political appointees” in the civil services and 

state-owned enterprises overseen by the Belgian supra-local governments, equally for lack of data. Informally 
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Table 3a: Number of “n” in Belgium over our sample period 

Year Ministers 

“Cabinet 

members” 

 

“Second jobs” 

per minister MPs 

Electoral 

districts 

Direct cost of 

politicians* 

1982 33 43 

 

343 52 

1990 48 64 

 

418 53 

1996 43 48 

 

593 63 

2012 46 55 

 

 

2 607 49 738 

* in million euros of 2012 

Table 3b expresses the numbers of table 3a in per capita terms. Unsurprisingly, the evolution of the 

different meanings of “n” is similar to the evolution shown in table 3a.  

Table 3b: Number of “n” in Belgium over our sample period, expressed in per capita terms 

Year 

Population 

per minister 

Population 

per “cabinet 

member” 

 

Population 

per minister’s 

“second job” 

Population 

per MP 

Population 

per electoral 

district 

Direct cost of 

politicians 

per capita* 

Population of 

Belgium 

1982 298,444 229,038 

 

28,713 189,397 9,848,647 

1990 208,062 156,046 

 

23,892 188,433 9,986,975 

1996 236,517 211,880 

 

17,150 161,432 10,170,226 

2012 239,912 200,654 

 

 

 

126,076 18,181 225,223 67 11,035,948 

* in euros of 2012 

Sources for tables 3a and b: websites of the parliaments of Belgium; website of the Federal Ministry of 

the Interior (http://www.ibzdgip.fgov.be/result/nl/search.php?type=year); Algemene Gegevensbank 

FOD B&B (http://www.budgetFederal.be/NL/figures/Pages/databank.aspx); http://www.cumuleo.be; 

Statistics Belgium 

                                                                                                                                                                                            

though not formally, several senior postings in ministries and state-owned enterprises –extending to the central 

bank, the judiciary, embassies, as well as watchdogs in the field of fiscal policy, competition, and banking- are 

divided up among the parties that are part of the several coalitions governing the Belgian supra-local governments. 

These political appointments are used to reward –temporary- advisors in ministerial “cabinets” with a –permanent- 

position within the government bureaucracy, as well as to maintain the political party in question’s influence over 

the bureaucracy. The press has even reported on senior positions in the government bureaucracy having been 

newly created to enable ministers to reward private advisors. The system of political appointments are a well-

known manifestation of the Belgian “party-cracy”. 
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Of course, the averages in table 3b are not able to show the existing considerable geographic disparity in 

Belgium with respect to number of politicians and electoral districts: e.g. the number of politicians per 

capita  in the Brussels Region is much higher than the number of politicians per capita  in the Flemish 

Region, as no less than 7 of the 9 Belgian supra-local governments are active on the territory of the 

Brussels Region
49

 (the exceptions are the Walloon Region and the German Speaking Community 

governments) but only 2 of them are active on the territory of the Flemish Region (the Federal 

government and the Flemish government).  

 

Table 4 provides the summary statistics for our political variables of interest. The difference with table 3 

is that while table 3 shows totals for our 9 governments taken together
50

, table 4 shows averages and 

standard deviations per individual government. It should be noted that we have much less observations 

available for our ministers’ “second jobs” and for our “direct cost of politicians” variables. Together with 

the fact that the amounts on the website of the “Algemene Gegevensbank FOD B&B” 

(http://www.budgetFederal.be/NL/figures/Pages/databank.aspx) with respect to “direct costs of 

politicians” for some governments show extreme variation over time, this scarcity of observations makes 

us exclude the “direct cost of politicians” variable from our regression analysis below.  

 

It is not surprising that for almost all variables shown in table 4, the between standard deviation is (far) 

larger than the within standard deviation. The large between standard deviations are of course mainly 

due to the large difference in size between our 9 governments considered (see table 2), but they also 

could be due to time-invariant or time-variant unobserved factors. The small within standard deviations 

are of course mainly due to the fact that our political variables are at the same time the manifestation of 

institutions, institutions which mostly do not vary much over time. The small within standard deviations 

will pose a challenge to our Fixed Effects (FE) estimation strategy below. In particular within variation 

with respect to number of MPs and number of electoral districts is almost exclusively due to changes 

following “state reforms” (and hence changes of the constitution). 

 

As an elaboration of table 4, annex 3 graphically shows between and within variation for 10 of our 11 

political variables of interest and for each year of our sample period. (The exception is the “direct cost of 

politicians” variable, due to too few observations.) 

 

The result of our data collection efforts is an unbalanced panel dataset: for the 1982-1988 period the 

only supra-local government for which we have all the necessary data available is the Federal 

government. Another reason for our dataset to be unbalanced is that the 4 governments exclusively 

active on the territory of the Brussels Region came into existence only in 1989. 
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 Including the politicians active at the level of the 19 Brussels municipalities, this had led some to label the 

Brussels Region as the area with the most politicians per capita in the world. 
50

 Except for “second jobs”, for which we wish to show the number of “second jobs” per minister.  

For the sake of completeness: the average number of total “second jobs” per minister –i.e. remunerated as well as 

non-remunerated- is 5.59. 
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Table 4: Summary statistics for our political variables of interest 

 

Variable 

 

Mean Std. Dev. Min Max Observations 

 

Political variables with respect to the executive 

Ministers overall 6.92 4.10 2.00 19.00 N =     201 

 

between 

 

4.04 2.00 15.19 n =       9 

 

within 

 

0.96 4.73 10.73 

 "Cabinet members" overall 8.83 6.14 3.00 32.00 N =     201 

 

between 

 

5.68 3.00 22.00 n =       9 

 

within 

 

2.00 2.83 18.83 

 MPs overall 107.60 76.26 12.00 318.00 N =     201 

 

between 

 

73.37 15.75 263.44 n =       9 

 

within 

 

22.60 65.16 162.16 

 Government friendly MPs overall 67.49 47.25 5.00 225.00 N =     201 

 

between 

 

44.51 8.42 157.88 n =       9 

 

within 

 

18.18 30.42 152.04 

 “Second jobs” per minister overall 2.30 0.61 1 4.75 N =     81 

 between  0.27 1.63 2.60 n =       9 

 within  0.55 1.46 4.77  

 

Political variables with respect to the legislative 

Electoral districts overall 11.33 13.53 1.00 51.00 N =     201 

 

between 

 

11.28 1.00 32.44 n =       9 

 

within 

 

7.55 -7.11 29.89 

 Executive's Herfindahl overall 0.39 0.12 0.16 0.62 N =     201 

 

between 

 

0.09 0.24 0.53 n =       9 

 

within 

 

0.08 0.26 0.59 

 Parties in the coalition overall 3.54 1.42 2.00 7.00 N =     201 

 

between 

 

1.31 2.16 5.42 n =       9 

 

within 

 

0.67 2.12 5.88 

 Legislative's Herfindahl overall 0.22 0.06 0.11 0.35 N =     201 

 

between 

 

0.05 0.13 0.30 n =       9 

 

within 

 

0.02 0.15 0.27 

 Parties in parliament overall 7.50 2.88 4.00 13.00 N =     201 

 

between 

 

2.85 4.75 11.53 n =       9 

 

within 

 

0.70 5.97 8.97 

  

Political variables with respect to the executive + legislative 

Direct cost of politicians overall 96.40 131.00 2.50 443.00 N =      68 

(millions of euros of 2012) between 

 

149.00 3.73 389.00 n =       9 

 

within 

 

21.60 22.60 160.00 
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Sources: websites of the parliaments of Belgium; website of the Federal Ministry of the Interior 

(http://www.ibzdgip.fgov.be/result/nl/search.php?type=year); website of the “Algemene Gegevensbank 

FOD B&B” (http://www.budgetFederal.be/NL/figures/Pages/databank.aspx); http://www.cumuleo.be  

6. Empirical strategy 

An advantage to limiting our test of the Law of 1/n to Belgian governments is that we to a large extent 

avoid the problem of omitted unobserved variables that may to a large extent explain between-

government heterogeneity in a multi-country study. However, still we need to take into account the 

possibility of -time-invariant or –variant- unobservables explaining heterogeneity of our variables of 

interest between the Belgian supra-local governments considered. It is true that all 9 governments 

considered are “parliamentary” (as opposed to “presidential”) regimes with a proportional (as opposed 

to majoritarian) electoral system, and all 9 are the result of the Belgian state that came into existence in 

1830, and of the Belgian state’s history since then. However, the Francophone dominated governments 

(Francophone Community, Walloon Region, Brussels Region, and COCOF), the Flemish dominated 

governments (Flemish government and VGC), as well as the German Speaking Community government 

may be argued to be affected by idiosyncratic cultural and political factors. This holds true in particular 

since the 1930s, when Dutch became the only official language in Flanders and Brussels became officially 

bi-lingual, and even more since the 1960s, when German became the only official language in the 

German speaking part of Wallonia. Another argument in favour of the importance of idiosyncratic 

cultural and political factors is that in the 1970s all major parties “communitised” into  separate 

Francophone and Flemish wings, due to which since then virtually all parties represented in the Belgian 

parliaments collect votes only in one of the 3 Belgian Communities.  

Moreover, among our 9 governments considered, the Federal government is “in a league of its own”. It 

remains by far the largest of the 9 supra-local Belgian governments, which is still being prioritised by 

Belgian political parties. It is the only supra-local Belgian government that is fully tax-autonomous, and 

traditionally it also incurs the largest budget deficits while in contrast the threat of considerable deficits 

of the Regional and Community governments has repeatedly been answered by the Federal government 

with an increase in grants (at the occasion of the 1993, 2001 and 2013 state reforms). Moreover social 

security was an exclusively Federal responsibility over our sample period, the entitlement nature of 

which arguably renders the Federal budget to be the least “flexible” of all governments considered. 

Because of its full tax autonomy and its monopoly over social security, the Federal government is also 

the Belgian government that is by far the most vulnerable to the international economic cycle. Other 

institutional reasons for which the Federal government stands out are the facts that it is by far the eldest 

of our 9 governments, and the only government pre-dating 1970, that the Federal parliament is the only 

bicameral parliament in Belgium, and that –together with the Brussels Regional parliament and 

government- the Federal parliament and government are the only ones of our 9 parliaments and 

governments that are organised “confederally”, i.e. into Francophone and Dutch language groups, with 

as a side-effect that the Federal and Brussels government are the only governments with junior 

ministers
51

. Finally, it is the only of our 9 governments that has seen its expenditure responsibility and 

tax raising power being reduced over our sample period, to the benefit of the other 8 supra-local 

governments. 

For all these heterogeneity reasons, we will implement our regression analysis while including 

government Fixed Effects (FE). FE take care of the problem of omitted time-constant drivers of 

                                                           
51

 Perhaps for the same heterogeneity reasons, all empirical studies of the Law of 1/n we are aware of do not 

include governments belonging to different levels into the same sample. 
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expenditures that may also be correlated with our political variables of interest. But another problem in 

view of our research aim is reverse causality: e.g. a government that has set itself an expenditure 

increase (reduction) as a goal may precisely consist of many (few) ministers and/or parties –either as a 

way of signaling or committing itself to its intentions or because expenditure increases (decreases) are 

more feasible with many (few) ministers and/or parties
52

. (see also Schaltegger and Feld 2009 p. 39 and 

Pettersson-Lidbom 2012a p. 269) Therefore, our identification is based on an IV regression approach, 

instrumenting our political variables of interest with our political variables of interest but only observed 

in periods of “state reform”. A “state reform” is a decentralisation round for which the constitution 

requires that a 2/3 majority in the Federal parliament be collected, a majority  for which politicians 

mostly find it convenient to lay the foundations by inviting many parties to the governing coalition, in 

turn increasing the number of ministers and junior ministers. “State reforms” can therefore be argued to 

cause exogenous changes in “n”. Additionally, “state reforms” have led to changes in “n” in its legislative 

meaning: e.g. the 1993 “state reform” was the “political” side of the coin of the “fiscal” 1988 “state 

reform”: the 1993 reform reduced the number of Federal electoral districts and Federal MPs hand in 

hand with the creation of “own” electoral districts and MPs of a number of important Regions and 

Communities, as well as in response to the strongly diminished expenditure responsibilities of the 

Federal government decided during the 1988 “state reform”.  

 

Changes in “n” understood in its various executive and even legislative meanings –such as changing the 

number of electoral districts- are in general –and also in the Belgian case- impossible without the 

agreement of the incumbent government, which is also in charge of the level of public spending. This 

poses a simultaneity problem that has already been pointed out by Baqir (2002 p. 1324). However, we 

assume that the changes in “n” caused by a “state reform” are constitutionally driven and hence 

exogenous to public spending, while this is not to deny that of course Belgian “state reforms” as such 

may be argued to have been strongly related to expenditure issues: 

• Expenditure responsibilities of coursed changed following most Belgian “state reforms”. 

• There is empirical evidence available that fiscal decentralisation impacts overall public spending: 

upwardly when fiscal decentralisation is grants-based (like in Belgium), downwardly when fiscal 

decentralisation is tax autonomy based. (See e.g. Inman (2008) and Eyraud and Lusinyan (2011).) 

• A number of Belgian “state reforms” have been examples of logrolling or vote-trading: Flemish 

parties typically demanded more competencies for the Flemish government level, while 

Francophone parties typically demanded more expenditures. However, these extra expenditures 

mostly took the form of more Federal grants to the Regions and/or Community governments, 

while we take care to include revenues (including Federal grants for all our governments 

considered except for the Federal government) as a control variable and (with respect to the 

Federal government) to exclude Federal grants from Federal expenditures considered.  

• Spending may have particularly gotten out of hand during Belgian “state reform” governments, 

as “state reforms” may have distracted governments –in particular the Federal government- 

from conducting a strict fiscal policy. Conventional wisdom in Belgium has it that there is a 
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 Baskaran (2013 p. 365) points out that the problem of endogeneity of size and fragmentation of the government 

(“n”) is larger in studies of the supra-local level than in studies of the municipal level, as the political autonomy of  

municipalities is often much smaller than that of the supra-local level. E.g. in Belgium the supra-local level is fully 

autonomous to change the size of its executive as well as of its legislative, albeit that changes in the size of the 

legislative mostly have to be approved by a larger majority than a 50%+1 majority. An illustration of the lack of 

autonomy of the municipal level over its size of government was already given above: the discontinuities 

Pettersson-Lidbom (2012a) uses for identification are demographic thresholds which –once surpassed- legally force 

the Finnish and Swedish municipalities in question to increase the size of their municipal council. 
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relationship between the very poor fiscal policy of the –many and short-lived- Federal 

governments during the 2
nd

 half of the 1970s and the repeated –but failed- attempts of these 

governments to agree on and implement a “state reform”. Also with respect to our sample 

period, both the Federal government in charge of the 1988-89 “state reform” and the one in 

charge of the 2001 “state reform” were known for fiscal expansion. However, the 1988-91 fiscal 

expansion is generally ascribed to the coalition switch that happened: the Christian-democrats 

exchanged the –at least at the time more fiscally conservative- liberals for the –at least at the 

time more fiscally expansionist- socialists. Similarly, the 1999-2003 fiscal expansion is generally 

ascribed not to the 2001 “state reform” but to Belgium having secured membership of the 

Eurozone in 1998-99.  

• Conversely, Belgian public spending having gotten out of control since the 1970s may well have 

been one of the causes of demands for expenditure decentralization (instead of having been one 

of its consequences), in particular on behalf of Flemish politicians.  

For all these reasons that “state reforms” could be directly related to spending, and not only by means of 

their relation to “n”, we will attempt to control for this direct effect of “state reforms” in our IV 

regression analysis (see below). 

 

Also, an IV regression strategy is hoped to take care of the problem of multicollinearity between our 

several political variables of interest. Indeed, a problem for our regression analysis below is the in some 

cases strong correlation between our 9 individual political variables of interest, as shown by the 

correlation matrix in table 5
53

. These correlations are calculated after subtracting both the within and 

between averages of all our political variables, as the variation contained in these twice demeaned 

variables comes close to the variation in political variables we will use for identification while including 

Fixed Effects as well as year dummies in our regression specifications below. Those strong correlations 

make that if we regress government spending on several of these political variables at the same time, we 

risk facing multicollinearity problems. Therefore –apart from not simultaneously including political 

variables that are obviously strongly correlated, such as number of parties in the coalition and the 

executive’s Herfindahl index, or number of parties in parliament and the legislative’s Herfindahl index - 

our strategy will be to reduce multicollinearity by instrumenting individual political variables of interest. 

 

Table 5: Correlation between our 9 political variables of interest after demeaning  

 

Ministers 

“Cabinet 

members” 

Parties in the 

coalition 

Executive’s 

Herfindahl 

Government 

friendly MPs 

Ministers’ 

“second jobs” 

Electoral 

districts MPs 

Parties in 

parliament 

Legislative's 

Herfindahl 

           

Ministers 1 

         

“Cabinet members” 0.978 1 

        Parties in the 

coalition -0.1074 -0.0738 1 

       Executive’s 

Herfindahl 0.0234 0.0261 -0.7407 1 

      Government 

friendly MPs 0.3101 0.295 0.4998 -0.4503 1 

     Ministers’ “second 

jobs” 0.1579 0.1382 -0.0554 -0.0281 0.0536 1 

    

Electoral districts 0.313 0.3326 0.4014 -0.2374 0.5568 0.0019 1 

   

MPs 0.1651 0.1845 0.4893 -0.3197 0.582 -0.0028 0.9674 1 

  Parties in 

parliament -0.0123 0.0446 -0.3631 0.3659 -0.4944 0.0482 0.118 0.0581 1 

 Legislative's 

Herfindahl -0.005 -0.043 -0.0921 0.2957 0.1976 -0.0142 -0.1524 -0.198 -0.5908 1 
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 Obviously some correlations between our variables measuring “n” are negative, as both Herfindahl indices 

decrease with “n” (be it parties in the coalition or parties in the parliament) increasing. 
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Our regression equation estimated in the regression tables below may hence be summarised as follows: 

������	�	��
�������� 

=		∝� 	 "
"�� + 	∝� ��� +	∝�+	∝�	+	���  

 

With “n” our political variable of interest, with ���  a set of financial, demographic, and economic control 

variables, with ∝� a year fixed effect, and with ∝� a government fixed effect.
 

Regression results for our empirical strategy are shown in a stepwise way in the tables below.  

7. Results of the regression analysis 

Table 6 presents the results of the simple FE regression analysis. Note that we have 201 observations at 

our availability (1 government * 31 years; 4 governments * 24 years; 1 government * 23 years, 1 

government * 19 years, and 1 government * 11 years). In line with the recent empirical literature on the 

Law of 1/n (Schaltegger and Feld (2009), Brooks e.a. (2011), Aidt and Shvets (2012), Pettersson-Lidbom 

(2012a), and Baskaran (2013)), we opt to express our political variables of interest in absolute terms, and 

our dependent variable as well as our financial, economic and demographic control variables in relative 

terms, i.e. divided by population, to take into account the varying weights of our 9 governments relative 

to the population they “cater to”. As announced above, our strategy is to add government Fixed Effects 

to all regression specifications, so as to control for relevant time-constant unobservables.  

Column (1) shows results for a regression only including our number of ministers variable and (not 

shown) a set of year dummies, showing the unexpected sign for the minister coefficient, which is 

moreover significant at the 0.1 level. We start with only including the minister variable as our variable of 

interest, as arguably ministers (and their “cabinets” of private advisors) are the most powerful actors of 

the executive and the legislative considered together (see e.g. Timmermans (1994) and Dewachter 

(2001)).  

Column (2) shows the results of a specification additionally including a set of financial, economic and 

demographic control variables, expressed in per capita terms
54

. Revenues and gross income are 

expressed in euros per capita, while the unemployment, under 18, and over 59 variables are expressed 

in absolute numbers per capita, i.e. as population shares taking a value between 0 and 1. Hence the 

strongly different magnitudes of the coefficients on the former variables compared to the latter 

variables. One could imagine that these controls are both correlated with public spending and with our 

political variables of interest: e.g. if gross income per capita decreases or if the unemployment rate or 

the population share of the old increases, demand for public spending may increase and a newly elected 

government may wish to respond to this increased demand not only by effectively increasing spending 

but also by increase the number of politicians in charge of such increased spending. In most 

specifications shown in table 6, the coefficient on the share of the number of under 18 years’ old shows 

an unexpected sign, but this variable could as well account for the size of the population at working age 
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 The “revenues” variable consists of (formula-based) grants allocated by the Federal government for all supra-

local governments except of course for the Federal government itself. Only from the “state reform” of 2001 

onwards the revenues of the Flemish government, the Brussels Regional government, and the Walloon government 

have consisted of own tax revenue to a non-negligible extent. Our regression results are very similar when leaving 

out own tax revenues for the 3 abovementioned governments.  
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(i.e. the parents of the under 18 years’ old). This is a part of the population that may be less dependent 

on public spending than other parts of the population. Also the coefficient on revenues shows the 

unexpected sign in most specifications, although when negative the revenues coefficient is insignificant 

and very small. It is also surprising that among our control variables, only the share of the unemployed 

shows a significant (and large) coefficient. One reason could be that gross income per capita and the 

share of the unemployed may be correlated, as both of them may measure to some extent the impact of 

the economic cycle. However, surprising about the large and significant coefficient on the number of 

unemployed is that, as said above, a priori only the Federal government’s spending is expected strongly 

to respond to the economic cycle, as social security spending was the exclusive competency of the 

Federal government over our sample period. 

The specification behind column (3) additionally includes (not shown) dummies that attempt to capture 

the effect of the 3 “state reforms” –i.e. decentralisation rounds-, i.e. 3 dummies taking the value of 1 

resp. starting with the 1
st

 year in which each “state reform” took effect, i.e. 1989, 1996, and 2002
55

. 

Additionally, we include (not shown) the interaction of these dummies with a dummy taking the value of 

1 in case of the Federal government, as each of the 3 “state reforms” increased the expenditure 

responsibilities of the other 8 governments -hence reducing Federal expenditure responsibilities-, as well 

as increasing the Federal grants meant to finance them -hence reducing revenues available for Federal 

expenditures. Moreover, the possibility that public spending would have particularly gotten out of hand 

during Belgian “state reform” governments, as “state reforms” may have distracted governments from 

conducting a strict fiscal policy, seems to have applied in particular to the Federal government, as it 

always was the Federal government that was in charge of agreeing on and implementing the “state 

reform” in case. Hence the fiscal effect of the 3 “state reforms” on the Federal government arguably 

contrasted for several reasons with the effect on the other 8 governments.  

Controlling for “state reforms” is important not only because each “state reform” changed expenditures 

but also because it changed the size (“n”) of the different executives (temporarily: several executives 

consisted of more ministers and more parties at the time of the 1988 and 2001 state reforms, so as to 

more easily achieve a 2/3 majority in parliament in favour of the “state reform” in question) as well as of 

the different legislatives (permanently: several legislatives experienced a change in their electoral 

districts and/or number of MPs on the occasion of the 1993 and 2001 state reform) (see annex 3 for 

more details).  

Of course the way we define our “state reform” dummies assumes that each “state reform” has a similar 

–i.e. permanent- effect in each year starting from its starting year, compared to the year before the 

starting year. Such a similar fiscal effect is suggested in graph 1 for e.g. the Federal government after the 

1988 “state reform” (which was the largest in Belgian history fiscally speaking): Federal expenditures 

decreased considerably between 1988 and 1989, after which they start increasing again (from a 

considerably lower starting point), but only gradually.  However “state reform” effects may well not be 

constant. E.g. the implicit bailouts of the Community governments included in the 1993 and 2001 “state 

reforms” had an increasing effect over time. But we hope that our year dummies and our trend variables 

control for such possible non-constant effects of state reforms. (Effectively in most specifications several 

of our “state reform” dummies drop out because of multicollinearity.)  
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 While the resp. “state reforms” had been voted in resp. 1988, 1993 and 2001. 
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Table 6: FE regression of expenditures per capita on political variables measuring “n” 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) 

 spendingpc spendingpc spendingpc spendingpc spendingpc spendingpc spendingpc spendingpc spendingpc spendingpc spendingpc 

ministers -173.3* -61.74 -34.19 44.44*      30.67 39.02 
 (89.24) (49.03) (32.83) (19.73)      (44.16) (35.52) 

            

“cabinet     27.31***       
members”     (3.972)       

            

parties in       -3.277    -2.399  
government      (14.35)    (20.81)  

            

executive’s        -137.4    -278.2 
Herfindahl       (177.6)    (304.3) 

            

govt friendly        0.875  0.304 -1.185 
MPs        (1.031)  (2.671) (2.037) 

            

ministers’         -3.225   
“second jobs”         (5.057)   

            

electoral          -29.59* -33.72 
districts          (15.63) (20.62) 

            

MPs          6.095 7.241 
          (4.484) (5.561) 

            

parties in           -2.311  
parliament          (57.18)  

            

legislative’s           1804.2 
Herfindahl           (1748.5) 

            
revenuespc  0.651*** 0.469 -0.0692 -0.0484 -0.0874 -0.0963 -0.0906 0.0475 -0.0545 -0.0513 

  (0.147) (0.254) (0.115) (0.120) (0.121) (0.120) (0.128) (0.173) (0.110) (0.120) 

            
unemployedpc  1352.0 8495.6 20781.9** 18252.0*** 16121.9** 17687.3*** 16107.8** 50308.9 24802.8*** 26574.0*** 

  (9349.9) (7902.4) (6242.1) (4820.0) (5213.8) (4910.5) (4958.6) (37036.4) (6702.6) (5556.2) 

            
under18pc  -531.2 1060.6 -4814.4 -4987.0 -5435.4 -4547.6 -5419.0 8133.3 -2806.5 -2194.3 

  (2178.5) (2178.4) (2978.2) (2989.0) (3432.8) (3268.7) (3479.6) (12420.1) (1835.7) (2132.9) 

            
over59pc  1721.3 3588.7 16273.4 13085.8 9632.1 9743.1 9099.1 7245.4 16180.2 11460.0 

  (3268.2) (4214.4) (10517.2) (9671.6) (10968.1) (10447.7) (10935.7) (5267.6) (13483.7) (13863.5) 

            
grossincomepc  0.133 0.119 0.115* 0.0957 0.0614 0.0806 0.0711 -0.0903 0.140** 0.133** 

  (0.104) (0.0757) (0.0567) (0.0611) (0.0741) (0.0741) (0.0670) (0.554) (0.0484) (0.0449) 

            

N 201 201 201 201 201 201 201 201 81 201 201 

Robust standard errors clustered at the government level in parentheses. Year and government dummies and (from column (4) onwards) government-year trends included, as well as (from column (3) onwards) dummies for 

the 3 “state reforms” over our sample period, taking effect in resp. 1989, 1996, and 2002, and the interaction of these “state reform” dummies with a Federal government dummy 

* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 
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However, when additionally including (not shown) a trend for every government –to take into account 

time-variant unobservables that evolve smoothly over time- as shown by column (4), the coefficient on 

our minister variable turns positive and insignificant (p value = 0.06). It shows that an extra minister is on 

average associated with an increase in expenditures of 44 euros per capita (which seems a rather large 

amount considering average expenditures per capita and per government shown in table 2 above). 

When we replace our ministers variable with a “cabinet members” variable, which also includes the 

number of junior ministers per government apart from the number of senior ministers, as in column (5), 

our coefficient of interest becomes very significant (p value = 0.00) but smaller in size. The latter may be 

due to the fact that in Belgium junior ministers are not allowed to participate in the weekly “council of 

ministers” where government-wide decisions are taken, in particular those with a fiscal impact. 

Additionally, junior ministers are in charge of less important competencies than “full” ministers are 

(because of which they are “attached” to a particular “full” minister who has to represent them in the 

“council of ministers”). Finally junior ministers only have half the budget of a “full” minister at their 

availability to hire private advisors. 

Columns (6) to (9) show regression results of specifications where we again replace our minister variable 

with 3 other political variables measuring the size of the executive: the number of parties in the 

government coalition (column (6)), the Herfindahl index measuring fragmentation of the executive 

(column (7)), the number of MPs supporting the coalition in power (column (8)), and the number of 

ministers’ –remunerated- “second jobs” (column (9)). All 4 coefficients of interest are insignificant and 

the “number of parties in the coalition” and “number of ministers’ second jobs” coefficients even show 

the unexpected –negative- sign
56

. The latter negative coefficient could be due to “second jobs” possibly 

distracting a minister from increasing overall expenditures or total expenditures with respect to his 

competency (competencies). It should also be kept in mind that our number of observations for 

ministers’ “second jobs” is limited, and that a few ministers only may explain the bulk of year-to-year 

variation as for the number of “second jobs”
57

. (In contrast, the sign of the coefficient on the Herfindahl 

index is as expected, as the lower the Herfindahl index, the higher the executive’s fragmentation, and 

hence the higher expenditures are expected to be.)  

As was shown already by table 5, many of our political variables of interest are correlated, which is a 

reason why all coefficients on our successive variables of interest as shown by columns (1) until (9) may 

be biased. Therefore, in column (10) we show the regression results of a specification in which we 

include all of our political variables of interest
58

. As a result the coefficient on a number of our variables 

of interest show the unexpected sign and one of those –the “number of electoral districts” variable- is 

even significant. But while we reduce the risk of omitted variable using the specification behind column 

(9), we in contrast increased the risk of multicollinearity, so that none of our specifications shown in 

table 6 is satisfying. Because both the number of parties in the coalition and the executive’s Herfindahl 

index, and the number of parties represented in parliament and the legislative’s Herfindahl index are 

substitutes, we take care not to include them simultaneously in one and the same specification. 
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 The sign remains negative and insignificant when replacing the number of ministers’ remunerated “second jobs” 

with the number of ministers’ remunerated and non-remunerated “second jobs”, and when replacing it with the 

number of “cabinet members”’ “second jobs”. 
57

 Effectively, when inspecting the “second jobs” data, typically a few ministers hold a large number of “second 

jobs”, while most ministers hold only a limited number of “second jobs”. Entrance (disappearance) of a minister 

holding a large number of “second jobs” into (from) a particular government hence typically has a large impact on 

the total number of “second jobs” per government. 
58

 Except “number of second jobs” and “direct cost of politicians”, as including one of these variables would make 

us lose more than half of our observations. 
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Therefore, column (11) shows regression results after replacing both simple “number of parties” 

variables with both “more refined” Herfindahl indices. Results are as unsatisfactory as in column (10). 

The results of an attempt to avoid at the same time the problems of omitted variable bias and 

multicollinearity are shown in table 7. It presents the results of an IV regression analysis, instrumenting 

one endogenous political variable by a subset of that same variable or a subset of another variable 

deemed exogenous
59

. In so doing, we additionally attempt to avoid the problem of reversed causality, i.e. 

a government elected on a platform of expenditure increases may precisely be composed of more 

ministers, “cabinet members”, and/or political parties, precisely to be able to more easily implement 

those expenditure increases
60

.  

Column (1) shows the regression results of instrumenting the number of ministers variable with the 

number of ministers in governments during legislatures in which a “state reform” is prepared and 

implemented. Because a “state reform” has to be approved by a 2/3 majority in the Federal parliament, 

governments implementing a “state reform” are typically larger, i.e. relying on more parliamentary seats, 

for constitutional reasons rather than for expenditure related reasons, i.e. so as to collect already within 

the executive itself most of the 2/3 parliamentary majority needed. Therefore “state reform” 

governments typically consist of more ministers
61

 and more parties, and are –as a consequence of 

consisting of more parties- characterised by a smaller Herfindahl index.  

As shown by graphs 3, 5 and 6 in annex 3, the Federal, Flemish, and Walloon Regional governments of 

the 1988-91 legislature were characterised of more ministers, more parties and a smaller Herfindahl 

index than their predecessor and/or successor governments, precisely because the 1988-91 Federal 

government prepared and implemented during this legislature the largest “state reform” in Belgian 

history. Because at that time there were still only Federal elections (except for the Brussels Regional and 

the German speaking Community parliament), this larger size of the Federal government was reflected in 

a larger size of the Flemish and the Walloon Regional governments, in terms of ministers. I.e. absence of 

proper Regional elections facilitated the simultaneous establishment of “symmetrical” government 

coalitions at the Federal and the Regional level. Unsurprisingly, political parties in power prefer the 

Belgian Federal and Regional government levels to be party-politically aligned. Similarly, also the 

negotiations preceding the formation of 1999-2003 Federal government included a “state reform”, 

which was one of the reasons that also this government was larger in terms of number of parties –also 

resulting in a smaller Herfindahl index- than its predecessor and successor. Similarly to the 1988-91 

legislature, the 1999-2003 Flemish, French Community, and Walloon Regional governments shared these 

characteristics. The larger size of the 1999-2003 Federal government was not reflected in more ministers 
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 Unsurprisingly the F-test of significance of our IV –shown at the bottom of table 7- is favourable to the relevance 

of all of our “subset IVs”.  

Because in all specifications reported in table 7 we instrument the endogenous variable of interest in question with 

only one IV, we cannot implement nor report the Hansen J test of exogeneity of our IV. 

Unfortunately, we are not able to instrument the “number of ministers’ second jobs” variable, as it is only observed 

from 2004 onwards, a time period in which only one government –the 2008-10 Federal government- was larger 

than usual in view of implementing a “state reform”. 
60

 E.g. it is conventional wisdom in Belgium that the largest government in terms of number of parties within our 

sample, i.e. the Federal government that came to power after the 1999 elections, intended to increase public 

expenditures from the start, as Belgian politicians had suffered from fiscal consolidation already since the 1991-95 

legislature, securing Belgian membership of the Eurozone only end of 1998 / beginning of 1999.   
61

 As shown by graph 3 below, the exception is the Federal government that agreed on and implemented the 2011 

“state reform”. It was composed of less ministers than the previous Federal government. Our IV therefore takes the 

value of zero for the Federal government during the years 2011 and 2012. 
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at the Federal level but it was well reflected in more ministers making part of the French Community and 

Walloon Region governments. Indeed, at that time, Federal and Regional elections were still concurrent, 

with as a side-result largely similar election results, all facilitating the formation of “symmetrical” 

governing coalitions at the Federal and the Regional and Community levels. As said, such “symmetrical” 

governments are preferred by parties in power. Finally, also the 2007-10 Federal government consisted 

of more parties than their predecessor and/or successor governments. Note that the latter government 

failed to implement a state reform, which however was firmly the intention of this government
62

. 

Instead, a “state reform” was agreed and implemented only by the 2011-2014 Federal government. 

The coefficient on ministers in column (1) amounts to 53 euros per capita but fails to be significant with a 

p value of 0.14. It compares to a coefficient of 44 euros per capita that is significant with a p value of 

0.06 on ministers as a result of the FE regression in table 6. IV regression analysis generally tends to 

result in larger coefficients and lower significance. 

Column (2) shows regression results when replacing the number of ministers with the number of 

“cabinet members” in general, and analogously instrument it with the number of “cabinet members” in 

governments during legislatures in which a “state reform” is prepared. The 1988-91 and the 1999-2003 

“state reform” Federal governments both comprised more junior ministers than their predecessors and 

successors, as illustrated by graph 4 in annex 3. In contrast to the regression result shown in column (5) 

of table 6, the coefficient on “cabinet members” in column (2) of table 7 is insignificant.  

Columns (3) to (7) consecutively repeat the IV regression analysis for 5 of our remaining variables of 

interest – the number of parties in the governing coalition, the executive’s Herfindahl, the number of 

government friendly MPs, the number of electoral districts, and the number of MPs overall-, as also for 

these 5 variables we argue to have a credible IV available: in each case it is the change induced to them 

by “state reform” governments or by the “state reforms” themselves (see graphs 5 to 10 in annex 3, 

except graph 7). None of the coefficients on the instrumented variables of interest is significant, and 3 of 

them even have the unexpected sign
63

. Finally, and analogously to  the last 2 columns of table 6, we 

simultaneously include all our political variables of interest –while of course taking care not to include 

the 2 Herfindahl indices simultaneously with their less refined measures of fragmentation. As a result of 

this exercise, the coefficients of a number of our variables of interest turn out to be significant, but some 

of them show the unexpected sign. However, similarly to our discussion of table 6, we should note that 

several of our IVs are strongly correlated (similarly to the many strong correlations between the original 

endogenous variables shown in table 5). 
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 This firm intention showed as after 6 months of fruitless government formation negotiations in 2007, the then 

government-to-be enlarged its majority by inviting the then largest but one Francophone Belgian political party to 

the coalition, so as to be supported by no less than 94 out of 150 MPs in the Federal House of Representatives 
63

 The significance of the coefficient on the number of government friendly MPs is not sensitive to expressing this 

number as a proportion of total MPs. 
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Table 7: IV regression of expenditures per capita on political variables measuring “n” 

 (1) (2)  (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) 

 spendingpc spendingpc  spendingpc spendingpc spendingpc spendingpc spendingpc spendingpc spendingpc 

ministers 53.21        70.67 84.30* 

 (36.40)        (59.50) (49.53) 

           

“cabinet  2.634         

members”  (4.907)         

           

parties in    -6.218     6.607  

government    (16.27)     (19.02)  

           

executive’s      -75.28     -707.5* 

Herfindahl     (305.7)     (374.4) 

           

government      0.169   -3.074 -5.258** 

friendly MPs      (1.301)   (2.732) (2.095) 

           

electoral        -5.478  -1.692 -4.251 

districts       (4.853)  (20.97) (63.42) 

           

MPs        -1.273 2.171 3.548 

        (1.470) (6.709) (14.94) 

           

parties in         -21.46  

parliament         (48.75)  

           

legislative’s 

Herfindahl 

         2767.9* 

          (1553.8) 

           

revenuespc -0.0652 -0.0853  -0.0852 -0.0928 -0.0893 -0.0890 -0.0922 -0.0591 -0.0581 

 (0.0897) (0.104)  (0.109) (0.108) (0.105) (0.0993) (0.104) (0.0849) (0.105) 

           

unemployedpc 21587.7*** 16661.2***  16087.1*** 17071.6*** 16446.2*** 18209.1*** 17100.7*** 24283.2*** 27677.8*** 

 (6407.6) (4406.9)  (4950.5) (6320.2) (4183.3) (4500.9) (4532.2) (5679.0) (6022.4) 

           

under18pc -4637.1* -5505.6**  -5785.0* -4955.9 -5501.9** -4679.5** -4716.2* -4094.5*** -2574.2* 

 (2423.2) (2703.4)  (3071.7) (3537.7) (2752.0) (2211.1) (2564.6) (1577.3) (1419.8) 

           

over59pc 17273.4 10672.3  10482.4 9839.7 10123.1 11386.6 10059.6 18490.8 12601.7 

 (10536.3) (8695.2)  (9932.7) (9030.3) (8677.1) (9745.8) (9848.5) (12353.9) (12161.3) 

           

grossincomepc 0.123** 0.0709  0.0656 0.0740 0.0681 0.0698 0.0558 0.124** 0.143** 

 (0.0521) (0.0589)  (0.0626) (0.0551) (0.0544) (0.0650) (0.0661) (0.0531) (0.0661) 

           

N 201 201  201 201 201 201 201 201 201 

F-test of joint 

significance of IVs in 

1st stage (p value) 

0.00 0.00  0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Robust standard errors clustered at the government level in parentheses. Year dummies, government dummies, and government-year trends included, as well as dummies for the 3 “state reforms” over 

our sample period, taking effect in resp. 1989, 1996, and 2002, and the interaction of these “state reform” dummies with a Federal government dummy 

* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01
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Hence, the result in column (1) of table 7 is the closest we get to a causal relationship between the 

number of politicians –in our case ministers- and public spending, with a p value of 0.14. We tested the 

sensitivity of this result to a large number of changes to our regression specification: 

• When we do not include a trend variable per government in column (1), which is a demanding 

addition given our limited number of observations, our p value improves to 0.02 and our 

coefficient of interest increases to 87 euros per capita.  

• When we exclude one by one each of our 9 governments from our sample, the significance of 

the coefficient on ministers in column (1) decreases, except that the p value of the coefficient on 

ministers decreases until below the 0.1 threshold when we exclude the Brussels Regional 

government (which however does not show any variation in the number of ministers over our 

sample period).  

• What makes the p value in column (1) also improve slightly  is the omission from our sample of 

by far the 4 smallest supra-local governments, i.e. DG, COCOF, VGC and GGC (see table 2), 

although this omission reduces our sample to 126 observations only.  

• The result in column (1) is also robust against omitting the revenues variable from the regression 

equation. Note that the “revenues” variable is possibly endogenous to expenditures. E.g. the 

French Community and the Brussels Region governments have already succeeded a number of 

times since 1989 in “breaking” the Belgian formula-based intergovernmental grants system by 

increasing their deficits. 

• When regressing expenditures per capita “directly” on our IV for ministers, i.e. by means of an 

OLS FE regression as performed in column (4) of table 6, the statistical significance of our 

coefficient of interest is (even) lower than in the IV regression. This may surprise, as one may 

expect the arguably exogenous subsample of our ministers sample to show a significantly 

positive coefficient in a simple OLS FE regression of expenditures on “exogenous ministers”. 

• Limiting our sample to post-1995 years –as from then on there was no “double mandate” 

anymore, and as from then on each supra-local government of Belgium was directly elected- 

weakens the causal relationship suggested by column (1): the coefficient on ministers reduces to 

28 euros per capita, with a p value of 0.27. This disappearance makes us suspect that it could 

have been the signature of the Maastricht treaty on the criteria for accession to the Eurozone in 

1999 that may have caused the Federal government –as well as the simultaneous Regional and 

Community governments that were “symmetrical” in the partisan sense- to get a grip again on 

their expenditures, rather than the considerable reduction in Federal and Flemish government 

ministers after the 1991 elections (as shown by graph 4). Indeed, the Maastricht treaty was 

signed in February 1992, while the post-1991 elections Federal government was sworn in only in 

March 1992
64

. So perhaps the reduction in ministers happened not so much because the 1988 

“state reform” had been implemented already –indeed, another state reform, be it of much 

smaller size, was voted during the 1992-95 legislature, thanks to the then Federal government 

having found parliamentary support for it outside the governing coalition-, but rather because 

the 1992-1995 government precisely wished to get control of expenditures.  

• In contrast to most of the existing empirical literature
65

, we also repeated the regressions in 

table 7 while expressing all our variables in absolute terms (and of course adding population as 

an extra control variable). Regression analysis then leads to the coefficient on ministers in 

column (1) of table 7 to be positive and highly significant. This result is moreover robust to 

                                                           
64

 However, in contrast, the reduction in ministers of the Flemish government already took place in January 1992. 
65

 An exception is Brooks e.a. (2011). 
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excluding the Federal government from our sample
66

, which may be surprising, as expressing our 

variables in absolute terms seems to attach even more weight to the Federal government within 

our sample. Also in contrast to most of the literature
67

, we repeated the above regressions while 

also expressing our political variables in per capita terms, i.e. while expressing all our variables in 

per capita terms. The results then are that the coefficient on ministers in column (1) becomes 

statistically less significant. A similar result emerges if we express all our variables in logarithms 

(except of course our political variable of interest and our dummy variables, because they are 

zero for a number of observations).  

• We also replaced expenditures with the budget deficit as the dependent variable, under the 

alternative hypothesis that an increase in “n” may lead to an increase in the deficit, rather than 

in expenditures as  such. This would be because politicians may also have an interest in favouring 

their constituency(ies) with targeted tax reductions, apart from targeted spending increases
68

. 

With the budget deficit as our dependent variable, our coefficient on the “number of ministers” 

variable in column (1) turns statistically significant at the 0.1 level.  

• The latter is also the case after filtering social security –both spending and revenues- out of 

Federal spending and revenue data
69

. The motivation for filtering out social security is that in 

Belgium, as in several other countries, the fiscal power of the Federal government over social 

security revenues and expenditures is limited, as it is to an important extent managed by labour 

unions and employers’ organisations, and as the bulk of social security spending constitutes 

“permanent legislation” as Marcel (2012 p. 25-26) calls it, almost similar to interest payments on 

the Federal debt
70

.  

• We have also considered legislatures as our time dimension, rather than individual years, as 

almost all our political variables of interest only change (i.e. are only decided upon) –if at all- 

right after elections. Only considering legislatures reduces our number of observations to 53, and 

makes the significance of the coefficient on the “number of ministers” variable diminish 

considerably
71

. 

• As a final alternative, we expressed our variables in First Differences (FD) rather than to include 

government Fixed Effects (FE). Although FE is generally considered more efficient than FD, and 

although FE avoids losing one year of observations due to taking FD, Wooldridge (2009 p. 487) 

recommends FD over FE when the number of cross-sections is not very large (in our case only 9 

governments), and when the number of time-units is large (in our case 23 years or more for 

most governments). When using FD instead of FE in table 7, the –rather surprising- differences in 
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 As well as to excluding every single government in a row from our sample, as well as to excluding the 4 smallest 

governments by far from our sample. 
67

 An exception is Schaltegger and Feld (2009 p. 41). 
68

 Such favouring is suggested by the finding of Jennes and Persyn (2015) that Belgian federal ministers favour 

inhabitants of their electoral districts with more net formula-based fiscal transfers, i.e. with more social allowances 

and/or with less social security contributions and/or less income tax payments. 
69

 Over our sample period, social security was the exclusive competency of the Federal government, and it 

constituted the bulk of its primary spending. 
70

 Also the public sector wage bill could to an important extent be considered a case of permanent legislation. 

However, we were not able to calculate public expenditures net of wage expenditures over our sample period. This 

is because we have obtained data on spending on public sector wages by each of our 9 governments only from the 

year 2000 onwards –data provided by the Federal Ministry of the Budget. (The exception is the Federal 

government, for which the “Conjunctuurnota” of the Federal Ministry of Finance provides data on the public sector 

wage bill from 1980 onwards.) 
71

 Somewhat surprisingly, the entire surveyed empirical literature on the Law of 1/n makes only use of yearly data, 

with the exception of MacDonald (2008). 
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terms of regression results that emerge are that only the variables of interest in column (2) and 

(3) generate significant coefficients (with the expected sign). One possible cause of the differing 

regression results between FE and FD is that the IV in the case of FE –“extra “n” due to “state 

reform” governments”- slightly differs from the IV in the case of FD –“change in extra “n” due to 

“state reform” governments”
72

. The coefficient on “cabinet members” in the case of FD is 11 

euros per capita (i.e. considerably smaller than the one on ministers in column (1) of the original 

FE regression table 7), and the one on numbers of parties in the coalition is 36 euros per capita. 

Weaknesses of these results are that when omitting the Federal government from our sample, 

as well when limiting our sample to the post-1995 period, these significant associations turn 

insignificant. For “cabinet members”, the first weakness is not surprising, as only the Federal and 

the Brussels governments are characterized by junior ministers, while the number of junior 

ministers in the Brussels governments remains constant over our entire sample period (see 

graph 4 in annex 3). Therefore, our more significant result in column (2) compared to column (1) 

after the FD transformation may simply be due to the larger within variation in the number of 

“cabinet members” compared to the number of ministers, as shown by table 4  above.  

• Finally, expressing our regression equation in FD allows us to include a lagged dependent 

variable (LDV), because the LDV has to be instrumented, and when expressing our original 

equation in FD, the LDV can be instrumented by its 2
nd

 and 3
rd

 lag expressed in levels. In turn, 

such instrumenting generates more IVs than instrumented variables, which allows us to perform 

the Hansen J test of exogeneity of our IVs. However, none of the instrumented variables of 

interested shows a significant coefficient after including the LDV as an independent variable. 
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 In effect, in a limited number of occasions, the extra number of ministers, “cabinet members”, and/or political 

parties due to “state reform” governments did not disappear when the next –non-“state reform”- government 

came into power. See graphs 3 to 5 in annex 3. As for ministers and “cabinet members” this may have been due to 

“habit formation”/inertia. With respect to political parties, this may additionally have been due to the gradually 

decreasing vote share obtained by most of the “traditional” political parties when considering the whole of our 

sample period. Even more understandably, the reduction in number of MPs and electoral districts per parliament 

(see graphs 8 and 9 in annex 3) that was implemented on the occasion of the 1993 “state reform” and the 

subsequent 1995 elections did of course not “disappear” when the next –non-“state reform”- government came 

into power. As a consequence some IVs in our FD IV regression took non-zero values only during the first year of a 

“state reform” legislature, implying no change in the first year of the next legislature (as well as in all other years 

comprised by our sample of course). In contrast, the IVs in our FE IV regression took (the same) non-zero values in 

all years of a “state reform” legislature, while taking the value of zero in all other years comprised by our sample, 

even if the “n” in question actually did not change with the coming to power of the next government. 
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8.Conclusion 

In this paper we investigate if a more populous or fragmented executive or a more populous or 

fragmented legislative increase government spending, an effect known as “the Law of 1/n” (Weingast 

e.a. 1981). We test this for the supra-local governments of Belgium, i.e. the Belgian Federal government 

and the Belgian Regional and Community governments, as these are in charge of the bulk of public 

spending in Belgium. Although our dataset is limited (as well as the number of Belgian supra-local 

governments as such), and although our identification exclusively relies on variation over time in the 

composition of the executive and the legislative of the various supra-local governments of Belgium, we 

find weak evidence in favour of a positive effect of a change in the size of the executive, more in 

particular in the number of ministers, on public expenditures.   

Our identification is based on an IV regression approach, instrumenting the number of ministers with 

their resp. number in governments in charge of a “state reform”. A “state reform” is a Belgian 

decentralisation round for which the support of a 2/3 majority in the Federal parliament is 

constitutionally required. This is a majority  for which Belgian politicians mostly find it convenient to lay 

the foundations by inviting many parties to the governing coalition, in turn increasing the number of 

ministers.  

We also find that a change in the size or fragmentation of the legislative has no effect on public 

spending. This is not very surprising as changes over time in size of the legislative are less frequent than 

changes over time in size of the executive, as in Belgium the executive is believed to dominate the 

legislative in terms of spending power, and as Belgian MPs are elected under a proportional system, 

which seems to reduce the incentive to overspend compared to a system of single-MP districts.  

Our investigation is most closely related to the one by Baskaran (2013) for German states. Not only do 

both studies focus on (1) supra-local governments only (2) within one and the same country. But also 

methodologically our studies are related, as they take endogeneity of political variables seriously. They  

therefore only rely on within variation for identification and moreover deploy an IV estimation approach. 

Also in terms of findings, both our and Baskaran’s study find little evidence of a Law of 1/n holding for 

our sample, except for government ministers in our study. A difference between the 2 studies is of 

course that Baskaran is able to make use of much more observations (16 states * 35 years). 

Our overall conclusion should hence be that on the basis of our dataset –including rather few “cross-

sections” as well as rather few changes in “n” over time- we find few indications that an increase in the 

number of politicians increases overall public expenditures, of course apart from increasing the direct 

expenditures on politicians. Reasons for this result could be our limited dataset, which is i.a. lacking time 

series on the number of and on the expenditures on private ministerial advisors in a political system of 

which it is believed that the executive strongly dominates the legislative, as well as the limited variation 

in the remaining political variables of interest. A possible contents-wise explanation of the overall lack of 

an effect goes back to Buchanan and Tullock (1962, quoted in MacDonald 2008). They argue that 

decision making costs increase with group size. Logrolling may become more difficult once a “group” has 

crossed a certain threshold with respect to its size. The Belgian process of political decentralisation and 

fragmentation -that to an important extent took place over our sample period- may have made the 

number of de facto “veto players” so large that in a number of important respects the vote trading so 

typical in “veto” environments for legislation to pass has become impossible.  
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Annex 1: The interrelationships between the 9 supra-local governments of Belgium 

 

In what follows, we provide a description of the geographical, political and fiscal overlaps between the 9 

supra-local governments of Belgium (also see chart 1): 

- Region and Community governments overlap geographically to some extent. This of course 

holds for Flemish Community and Region as well as for French Community and Walloon Region, 

but also for the German Speaking Community, which is located fully in the Walloon Region, and 

once again for the Flemish and the French Community, as both are active in the Brussels Region. 

- The Brussels Regional government overlaps with the other 3 Brussels supra-local governments 

VGC, COCOF, and GGC with respect to executive (ministers and junior ministers) and with respect 

to legislative (MPs) : partial overlap between Brussels Regional government and VGC/COCOF; full 

overlap between Brussels Regional government and GGC. However, with respect to elections 

and electoral districts, the overlap between the 4 Brussels supra-local governments is 100%. 

- The legislative of the French Community partially overlaps with the legislative of the Walloon 

Region and partially overlaps with the legislative of the Brussels Region, as there are no elections 

for the parliament of the French Community. This parliament is simply composed of 19 of the 72 

Francophone members of the Brussels Regional parliament and all the 75 members of 

the Walloon Regional  parliament.  

- Until the Regional elections of 1995, there was partial overlap between the Federal government 

and 3 Regional and Community governments –Flemish government, Francophone Community 

government, and Walloon Regional government- with respect to legislative: the parliaments of 

the latter 3 governments simply consisted of the Flemish, Francophone, resp. Walloon MPs that 

were elected for the Federal House of Representatives or for the Senate. Hence also the 

elections and electoral districts of the governments concerned partially overlapped.  

- There is also overlap with respect to the executive within our sample: VGC and COCOF are 

governed by Flemish resp. Francophone ministers of the Brussels Regional government. Likewise 

for GGC: it is governed by those same ministers and MPs who govern the Brussels Region. 

 

These overlaps may render our results of regressing expenditure on political variables making use of a 

panel consisting of the 9 Belgian supra-local governments somewhat harder to interpret, apart from the 

fact that drawing conclusions from a panel regression based on only 9 “cross-sections” is by definition 

more risky than doing the same but based on e.g. 26 “cross-sections”, like in the investigation of the Law 

of 1/n for the 26 Swiss cantons by Schaltegger and Feld (2009). One way we could think of to expand our 

number of “cross-sections” for Belgium is to consider individual ministries of the largest government in 

our sample, i.e. the Federal government, as “cross-sections”, rather than individual supra-local 

governments. Indeed, the average number of Federal ministers is 15.2 over our sample period. When we 

add junior ministers (the so called “secretaries of state” and “government commissioners”), the average 

number even increases to 22.0. When taking Federal ministries as “cross-sections”, the number of 

private advisors per minister –or their cost- could be our independent variable of interest (i.e. our “n”). 

The problem here is that in Belgium, data on private advisors to ministers or on their cost are not even 

available in aggregate per Belgian supra-local government, except from 2001 onwards for a limited 

number of governments (data available from “Algemene Gegevensbank FOD B&B”; 

http://www.budgetFederal.be/NL/figures/Pages/databank.aspx). Such lack of data on “the cost of 

politicians” stands in contrast to e.g. Pettersson-Lidbom (2006 p. 11)’s panel regression of governing 

parties’ vote share on specific expenditure categories for Swedish municipalities. 

 

In contrast to partial overlap with politicians and territory, expenditures and revenues –i.e. 

competencies- of the 9 supra-local governments largely do not “overlap”. In other words: all 9 supra-
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local governments are full-fledged governments with generally speaking distinguishable competencies, 

revenues and expenditures. Again, exceptions to this non-overlap in fiscal terms are the following: 

• Because as opposed to e.g. Switzerland and the US, Belgium is a federation that came into 

existence in a “top-down” way, rather than in a “bottom-up” way, there are several expenditure 

overlaps between the Federal government on the one hand and the other supra-local 

governments on the other hand. A notorious example is health care, with the Federal 

government in charge of “curative” health care, and the Communities in charge of “preventive” 

health care. While this division of competencies has left the Federal government in charge of the 

bulk of health spending, this division appears not to be sufficiently clear-cut in practice not to 

have led to “competency conflicts” from time to time. 

• Between the budgets of the French Community, the Brussels Region and the Walloon Region, 

there exists some cross-subsidisation. Examples are the 1993 Saint Quentin decree and the 2001 

Saint Boniface agreement, as well as exchange of efforts of deficit reduction between them –

“transfers of norms”- in view of respecting the “Belgian internal stability pact” (see e.g. HRF 2013 

p. 100-104). More in particular, the Brussels and Walloon Regions have provided extra funding to 

the French Community. (see also Algoed 2009 p. 7-8 for more detail) 

 

 

Annex 2: 4 more meanings of “n” in Belgium of which we cannot test the impact 

 

In Belgium, there are 4 more meanings of “n” of which we cannot test the impact: 

• The decentralisation process that started with the 1
st

 “state reform” in 1970 has until today 

created 8 supra-local governments (summed up above). Also, these 8 governments have 

gradually obtained more competencies, revenues and tax autonomy over time. A so-called 

“consultation committee” has been established in which these 8 governments meet with the 

Federal government to decide on matters affecting all 9 governments, including fiscal matters. It 

could be argued that the increase in the number of Belgian supra-local governments from 1 to 9 

over time as such –i.e. apart from the phenomenon of fiscal decentralisation this increase 

embodied- would have increased total public expenditures in Belgium following the logic of the 

Law of 1/n. A supporting argument is that the 8 new governments have thus far funded the bulk 

of their expenditures with grants provided by the Federal government, as empirical findings in 

other countries are that “grants-based fiscal Federalism” tends to create/worsen a common pool 

problem, more in particular a soft budget effect on behalf of the grants-funded governments. 

(See Rodden (2005) and Baskaran (2012) for the German states, Bordignon and Turati (2009) for 

the Italian regions, Pettersson-Lidbom (2010) for the Swedish municipalities, and Sorribas-

Navarro (2012) for the Spanish regions.) However, we cannot measure the effect of the increase 

in the number of Belgian supra-local governments from 1 to 9 over time as such for Belgium, as 

we would need a panel of e.g. states belonging to the same country in which the number of 

lower-level governments increased in some states but not (or to a lesser extent) in others. 

• A 2
nd

 meaning of “n” of which we cannot test the impact is if election of MPs “at large” leads to 

lower expenditures than election of MPs by a single district only. At first sight it seems promising 

that MPs of the parliaments of the 4 Brussels supra-local governments and of the German 

Speaking Community are elected “at large”, i.e. out of one and the same electoral district 

covering the entire territory of the Brussels Region, resp. of the German Speaking Community, 

while the other Belgian supra-local parliaments are characterised by more than 1 electoral 

district. However, because this dichotomy between parliaments elected “at large” and 

parliaments elected by more than 1 district does not change over our sample period, we cannot 

test for its impact on expenditures. (It is puzzling why Brooks e.a. (2011) do test for the impact of 
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the dichotomy between “at large” councils and councils elected out of more than 1 district, as 

their sample does not contain within variation either in this respect.) 

• Similarly, a final meaning of “n” of which we cannot test the impact is the unicameral c.q. 

bicameral nature of a government’s legislature, because this nature does not change over our 

sample period: all Belgian supra-local governments have always been unicameral, except the 

Federal government, which has always been bicameral.  

 

A meaning of “n” of which we choose not to test the impact is the number of civil servants. Reminding of 

Niskanen  (1971), Pettersson-Lidbom (2012a) states that civil servants of Swedish local governments are 

powerful and autonomous enough to influence the size of public expenditures. We see 3 differences 

between the Swedish and the Belgian context in this respect. Firstly, in contrast to Sweden, Belgium is 

generally assumed to be a “party-cracy”, rather than a “bureau-cracy”, with in particular the most 

powerful civil servants being appointed by political parties. Secondly, as there are many more civil 

servants in Belgium than politicians (in the different meanings of “n”), even more for civil servants than 

for politicians, an increase in public expenditures could simply measure the direct cost of an increase in 

civil servants, rather than their indirect cost. Thirdly, the number of and expenditures on civil servants 

may be argued to be endogenous to total public expenditure: a government wishing to increase 

expenditure may need an increase in the number of civil servants to this effect, or may aim at an 

increase in civil servants –or in the public sector wage bill- as a component of the expenditure increase 

aimed at. 
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Annex 3: The evolution of our political variables of interest shown graphically 

 

The below graphs show between and within variation for our political variables of interest. They do not 

show their evolution during years for which we have no expenditure data available, as the observations 

concerned are obviously dropped from our regression analysis. Note that by definition values taken by all 

political variables are the same for the Brussels Regional government and the GGC, as the GGC is 

governed by exactly the same politicians as the Brussels Regional government, as explained above. 

 

1.Political variables with respect to the executive 

 

Graph 3 shows the number of ministers per government over our sample period. The large between 

variation was already obvious from table 4, with the Federal government being governed by far by the 

highest number of ministers. Graph 3 however shows that –while the number of ministers is rather 

stable over time for most governments- 5 governments out of 9 also experience some within variation 

over our sample period. However, unlike expenditures per capita as shown by graph 1, the number of 

ministers per government does not show a clear increase over time (as was already suggested by table 

3a above). The hump in Federal ministers characterizing the 1988-1991 legislature was related to the 

major “state reform” that took place during this legislature. Although the number of Ministers in charge 

of “state reform” during this legislature did not differ from the previous nor from the subsequent 

legislature, the large number of ministers is to be understood as a consequence of the very large 

government coalition that was –painstakingly- established after the 1987 elections in view of relying on a 

2/3 majority in the House of Representatives which is constitutionally needed for a “state reform” in 

Belgium. The 1988-91 Federal government coalition was supported by 150 out of 212 members of the 

House of Representatives. 

 

Graph 3: Ministers per government (1982-2012)  
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Graph 4 shows the number of “cabinet members” per government over our sample period. The only 

differences in comparison to graph 3 is that inclusion of junior ministers increases the variation for the 

Federal government. The hump in junior ministers that explains the increase in “cabinet members” 

between the 1985-87 and 1988-91 legislatures was apparently not related to the major “state reform” 

that took place during this legislature, as the number of junior ministers in charge of this “state reform” 

did not increase compared to the previous legislature. In contrast, the number of “cabinet members” did 

decrease after the 1991 elections –from 9 to a mere 1- because the new Federal government did not 

anymore wish to avoid having to win parliamentary support outside its coalition for its 1993 “state 

reform”, which was less ambitious than the 1988-89 “state reform”. Additionally, the 2 posts of Federal 

secretary of state –one Flemish and one Francophone- who were until then in charge of the –by then 

newly established- Brussels Region were abolished. Also the 4 “Brussels governments” are governed by 

junior ministers but their number does not change over our sample period. Remarkably, while the 

number of Federal ministers stayed the same from 1992 onwards (and even decreased after the 2010 

elections) as shown by graph 3, the number of junior ministers started increasing again after 1992. It 

even increased after 3 out of a total of 5 Federal elections after the 1992-95 legislature, as shown by 

graph 4. The exception is the 2011-14 Federal government, which was composed of only 6 junior 

ministers as opposed to 7 for most of the preceding Federal legislature. Once again only 5 governments 

out of 9  experience within variation over our sample period with respect to “cabinet members”. 

 

Graph 4: “Cabinet members” per government (1982-2012)  

 

  

Graph 5 shows the number of parties in the governing coalition per government over our sample period. 

Unsurprisingly, this political variable shows much more within variation than previously graphed political 

5
1
0
1
5
2
0
2
5
3
0

1
9
8
2

1
9
8
3

1
9
8
4

1
9
8
5

1
9
8
6

1
9
8
7

1
9
8
8

1
9
8
9

1
9
9
0

1
9
9
1

1
9
9
2

1
9
9
3

1
9
9
4

1
9
9
5

1
9
9
6

1
9
9
7

1
9
9
8

1
9
9
9

2
0
0
0

2
0
0
1

2
0
0
2

2
0
0
3

2
0
0
4

2
0
0
5

2
0
0
6

2
0
0
7

2
0
0
8

2
0
0
9

2
0
1
0

2
0
1
1

2
0
1
2

year

Federal Govt Flemish Govt

French Community Govt Walloon Region Govt

Brussels Region Govt German Community Govt

COCOF VGC

GGC



45 

 

variables. Also unsurprisingly, governments ruled by the highest number of parties are the Federal 

government –the 1988-91 and 1999-2003 ones for reasons of “state reform”-, the Brussels Regional 

government and the GGC. These are the 3 governments that are constitutionally governed by parties 

from both main Belgian Communities or language groups, i.e. the Flemish and the French Community
73

. 

The largest government over our sample period in terms of number of political parties of which it was 

composed is the 1999-2003 Federal government (7). Remarkably, it was not composed of more ministers 

(see graph 3) but of a remarkably higher number of junior ministers (6) -as is visible from graph 4- 

compared to the 2 preceding Federal governments. This higher number may have been a consequence 

of the breadth of this governing coalition in terms of number of political parties. In turn, this may have 

been related to the 5
th

 “state reform” that took place during this legislature, and which the 1999-2003 

government had already broadly agreed upon during its formation after the 1999 elections. Although no 

single “cabinet member” was in charge of “state reform” during this legislature, the large number of 

“cabinet members” as well as the large number of coalition parties may have to be understood –similarly 

to the 1988-1991 legislature- as an attempt to facilitate achieving a 2/3 majority in the House of 

Representatives which is constitutionally needed for a “state reform” in Belgium. The 1999-2003 Federal 

government coalition was supported by 94 out of 150 members of the House of Representatives, i.e. 

only 6 MPs short of the required 2/3 majority. 

 

Graph 5: Parties in the governing coalition per government (1982-2012)  

 

 

                                                           
73

 Indeed, institutionally and politically speaking the Brussels Region could be labeled as “little Belgium” in a 

number of respects. 
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Graph 6 shows the executive’s Herfindahl index per government over our sample period. Unsurprisingly, 

we notice that both its between and its within variation are strongly inversely related to between and 

within variation of the number of parties per government (graph 5), as the Herfindahl index is lower for 

more fragmented governments. However, compared to the sheer number of parties in the coalition, the 

Herfindahl index is more refined as it takes into account the relative size of parties in the coalition, in 

terms of share of parliamentary seats obtained. Similarly to graph 5, graph 6 shows that the most 

fragmented governments are the Federal government, the Brussels Regional government and the GGC, 

which are the 3 governments that are constitutionally governed by parties from both main Belgian 

Communities or language groups, i.e. the Flemish and the French Community.  

Graph 6: The executive’s Herfindahl index per government (1982-2012)  

 

 

Graph 7 shows the number of ministers’ remunerated “second jobs” per government (2004-12). Rather 

unsurprisingly, graph 7 shows considerable within variation even over the short time period for which 

data are available. Of course, the larger the government, the larger the number of ministers’ 

remunerated “second jobs”. As the Federal government comprises the largest number of ministers, it 

also shows the largest number of “second jobs”. Similar variation holds when including non-remunerated 

“second jobs” as well as non-ministerial “cabinet members”’ “second jobs”. 
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Graph 7: Number of ministers’ remunerated “second jobs” per government (2004-12)  

 

 

2.Political variables with respect to the legislative 

 

Graph 8 shows the number of electoral districts per parliament over our sample period. Within variation 

is non-existing for the 5 parliaments that are elected within only 1 electoral district, i.e. the 4 “Brussels 

parliaments” and the parliament of the German Speaking Community. In contrast, within variation is 

considerable for the remaining 4 parliaments. This variation is concentrated in the years 1995-96, as 

1995 was the year of the first direct election of the Flemish and the Walloon Regional parliaments. The 

“state reform” of 1993 that prepared this direct election simultaneously reduced the then existing 51 

Federal electoral districts into 23
74

, and the Flemish and the Walloon Regional parliaments largely 

“copied” this merger. This is why in fact also the number of electoral districts that were relevant for the 

until then non-directly elected Flemish resp. Walloon MPs –until then fulfilling the abovementioned 

“double mandate”- decreased, from 29 to 11, resp. from 22 to 13. As the parliament of the French 

Community is simply composed of Walloon MPs and a limited number of French speaking Brussels MPs, 

of course also the number of electoral districts of the French Community parliament decreased very 

much in parallel with the number related to the parliament of the Walloon Region. Remarkably, outside 

the framework of any “state reform” the Federal parliament once more reduced its electoral districts 

from 21 to 14 in 2002, reportedly to increase the power of those then governing Flemish politicians who 

were dominant within their party
75

, while the Flemish parliament once more reduced its electoral 

                                                           
74

 Including the number of electoral districts out of which the Senate was elected, remaining stable at 2. 
75

 As an enlargement of the electoral district of a dominant politician enables him/her to exploit his country-wide 

fame and hence to collect more votes. 
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districts from 11 to 6 in 2003, reportedly to make use of its newly acquired competency to determine its 

number of electoral districts.  

Graph 8: The number of electoral districts per parliament (1982-2012)  

 

 

 

Graph 9 shows the number of MPs per parliament over our sample period. Similarly to the number of 

electoral districts, within variation in the number of MPs is again largely determined by the “state 

reform” of 1993, preparing the first direct election of the parliaments of the Flemish and the Walloon 

Regional governments, and hence the abolition of the so called “double mandate”. Not only did the 

Federal parliament considerably reduce in parallel both the number of Senators and Members of the 

House of Representatives, but also the Flemish and Walloon parliaments considerably reduced their 

number of MPs, and hence as a consequence also the number of MPs of the French Community 

parliament was reduced. In contrast, the Brussels Regional parliament had the number of its MPs 

increased from 75 to 89, as a consequence of the 2001 “state reform”, which comprised a number of 

measures to ensure better representation of the (dwindling) Dutch-speaking population of Brussels. In 

parallel the quotum of parliamentary seats for both French speaking and Dutch speaking MPs was 

increased, so that also the other 3 “Brussels-based” parliaments, the ones of the COCOF, the VGC and 

the GGC, saw their number of MPs increase. A paradox behind the general evolution of a decrease in 

MPs shown by graph 9 is of course that the number of individual people fulfilling the role of MP 

increased over our sample period (and hence also the direct cost of all MPs taken together) (also see 
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table 3a above), as the “state reform” of 1993 abolished the “double mandate”. Still otherwise stated, 

the pre-1996 numbers shown by graph 9 consist of considerable overlap in terms of people (as opposed 

to mandates). 

 

Graph 9: The number of MPs per parliament (1982-2012)  

 

 

An alternative way of measuring “n” with respect to the legislative is the number of MPs limited to those 

supporting the executive, as one may assume that in “party-cracies” like Belgium that are dominated by 

the executive, only MPs belonging to parties that are part of the governing coalition may hope to 

successfully lobby the executive for more expenditures in favour of their resp. constituencies. 

Unsurprisingly, graph 10 shows that this way of measuring “n” increases within variation per government 

considerably, as the number of “government friendly MPs” changes with every election concerned. Of 

course, in line with graph 9, the overall trend per government/parliament is a downward one, as the 

overall number of MPs per parliament has generally declined over our sample period. Note that the 

number of MPs supporting the executive is an absolute way of measuring “n”, rather than a relative one: 

while as said above both the 1988-91 and the 1999-2003 Federal governments relied on a majority in the 

House of Representatives of about 2/3, graph 10 shows that in absolute terms many more MPs 

supported the 1988-91 government than the 1999-2003 government, as the 1993 “state reform” 

included a considerable reduction in the number of Federal MPs. 
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Graph 10: The number of MPs supporting the executive per parliament (1982-2012)  

 

 

Graph 11 shows the number of political parties represented in parliament per parliament over our 

sample period. Similarly to the governments ruled by the highest number of parties, the governments 

characterised by the most parties represented in parliament are the Federal government and the 

Brussels Regional government and the GGC, whose parliaments provide guaranteed representation to 

parties collecting mainly votes among either Dutch-speaking or French-speaking Belgians. At first sight, 

the threshold of having to collect 5% of the vote to obtain a seat that was installed from the 2003 

Federal elections resp. the 2004 Regional elections onwards for every supra-local parliament failed to 

achieve its objective: to reduce the number of parties per parliament. This failure may have been partly 

due to the general decline in the number of electoral districts over time, as shown by graph 8. Larger 

electoral districts are generally more favourable to smaller political parties. 
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Graph 11: The number of political parties represented in parliament per parliament (1982-2012)  

 

 

Graph 12 shows the legislative’s Herfindahl index per parliament over our sample period. Unsurprisingly, 

we notice that both its between and its within variation are strongly inversely related to between and 

within variation of the number of parties per parliament (graph 11), as the Herfindahl index is smaller for 

more fragmented parliaments. However, compared to the sheer number of parties in the parliament, 

the Herfindahl index is more refined as it takes into account the relative size of parties, in terms of share 

of parliamentary seats obtained. Similarly to graph 11, graph 12 shows that the most fragmented 

parliaments are the Federal, the Brussels Regional and the GGC parliaments, which are the 3 parliaments 

with constitutionally guaranteed representation of parties from both main Belgian Communities or 

language groups, i.e. the Flemish and the French Community.  
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Graph 12: The legislative’s Herfindahl index per government (1982-2012)  
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