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Abstract
While the grand narratives of political leaders and leadership in parliamentary
democracies tend to centre on victorious campaigners, prime ministers ‘inheriting’ the
office from their predecessor between two parliamentary elections are a widespread
occurrence in constitutional practice. Focusing on four Westminster democracies
(Britain, Canada, Australia and New Zealand), this article inquires how such heirs
apparent have fared in terms of prime ministerial performance. Although in light of their
experience, expertise and public recognition, heir apparent prime ministers can be, and
have been, considered to be particularly well placed to succeed, when eventually securing
the most powerful political office, most of them have actually been conspicuous under-
performers. The single most important and strongly counter-intuitive finding of an
empirical investigation of different prime ministers is that extensive experience in
government, both in terms of duration and diversity of ministerial offices held, seems to
correlate more with failed rather than particularly successful premierships.
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The very notion of ‘heir apparent’ does not sit comfortably with the concept of
democracy. In fact, structures and incidents of inheritance in the recruitment of
holders of senior political office are the defining feature of hereditary monarchies,
observed across different ages and regions of the world (see Finer 1997). Hereditary
monarchies apart, the great majority of clear-cut examples of hereditary succession
in political office and/or of incumbents picking their own successors, relate to
regimes which would fail most of the tests for an entirely consolidated democracy
or even be considered outright autocratic regimes. Mexico’s infamous tradition of
the dedazo provides a particularly prominent example (see Langston 2006), but
hereditary successions of one kind or another are a much more general feature of
leadership selection in republic-style dictatorships.

Where power-holders in autocratic regimes are able effectively to choose their
successors freely, more specific patterns can be identified. Comparative political
inquiries suggest that ‘rulers… prefer sons over alternative figures more inclined to
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hasten the succession through assassination or coup attempts’ (Brownlee 2007:
605), and sons are most likely to succeed fathers whose power pre-dates the party’s
(Brownlee 2007: 628). Reminiscent of the primogeniture in ancient pre-democratic
regimes, full-blown autocratic regimes have been generally marked by forms of
male inheritance. However, particularly in hybrid regimes, the daughters or wives
of power-holders have featured no less prominently in the succession game. As
Farida Jalalzai (2008: 212) has pointed out, ‘due to prevailing gender norms,
women are more appropriate “heirs” than male relatives since they are deemed
natural representatives of men, uncontaminated by their own political ambitions’.

For obvious reasons, there is no clear-cut equivalent of hereditary succession in
democratic regimes. That said, heirs apparent of one kind or another are by no
means completely alien to, or absent from, contemporary established democracies.
Indeed, the phenomenon has been discussed for different types of democratic
regime. In the US, vice-presidents in particular have been studied with regard to
their possible qualities as heirs apparent (Kincade 2000); there have also been more
encompassing conceptualizations of heirs apparent which extend to, inter alia,
former cabinet secretaries (Jones 2008). The French experience suggests that the
notion of heirs apparent is by no means confined to democratic regimes with an
established office of ‘vice’ or ‘deputy’ political chief executive. Indeed, individual
political figures, such as Georges Pompidou or Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, have
occasionally been referred to as heirs apparent (see Bernstein and Rioux 2000: 86;
Cordell 2005). However, it is parliamentary democracies with their more flexible
and fluent recruitment regimes that have proved particularly fruitful grounds for
scholarly and public debate about heirs apparent for senior political office, and
where this article seeks to break new ground.

The next section sets out to develop a reasonable conceptualization of ‘heir
apparent prime ministers’, which will then be applied to a sample of prime min-
isters from four Westminster democracies: Britain, Canada, Australia and New
Zealand (1945–2016). There is an established tradition of studying prime ministers
and core executive politics in these Westminster democracies from a comparative
perspective (see, for example, the classic study by Weller 1985; and, more recently,
Bennister 2012; Esselment et al. 2014; Rhodes et al. 2009; Shaw and Eichbaum
2014) that forms the background and basis of this more specific investigation.1

The inquiry, however, extends beyond developing a conceptual focus on the
phenomenon of heirs apparent in the office of prime minister: it seeks to assess the
impact that this pattern of political advancement has tended to have on prime
ministerial performance. That the politics of succession in leadership positions
matters for how voters weigh the past executive’s performance and hold leaders to
account has been demonstrated recently (De Ferrari 2015), but we still know very
little about the difference that track records of candidates make in terms of the
perceived performance of an incumbent political leader, and in particular of prime
ministers. Even the otherwise most valuable and empirically rich volume by Paul ‘t
Hart and John Uhr (2011) on ‘transition and succession in government’ has
conspicuously little to say about this important aspect. By contrast, the politics of
succession has figured prominently in recent research on political parties (see, for
example, Bynander and ‘t Hart 2008; Cross and Blais 2012; Cross and Pilet 2016;
Horiuchi et al. 2015), and some authors have specifically looked into the
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‘predecessor effects’ on an incoming leader. Long-term party leaders have been
identified as being particularly ‘hard acts to follow’ (Horiuchi et al. 2015) – a
finding to be remembered when assessing the performance of prime ministers from
our sample (see below).

The closing section, in addition to providing a brief summary of the main
findings, looks at the implications of the suggested causal relationships and
addresses some of the key items on the agenda for future research.

Conceptualizing heir apparent prime ministers
Generally, the position of heir apparent tends to be firmly associated with a shared
party affiliation of an incoming and an outgoing political leader. Just succeeding an
incumbent from the same party in office is, however, certainly not sufficient to
meaningfully classify a candidate (in retrospect) as a political heir apparent. This is
true even if one were to add another criterion – the successor’s lack of his or her
own electoral mandate – and to include only those candidates who won office
between two parliamentary elections. Otherwise, the world of parliamentary
democracies would be full of heirs apparent. Indeed, even in the UK, historically
the beacon of adversary politics and sweeping alternations in power, nearly half of
all prime ministers appointed between 1945 and 2016 initially gained office by
means of an intra-party succession, rather than as successful opposition challen-
gers, and there are few, if any, countries that have not had any similar experience.
Such prime ministers are best characterized as ‘takeover prime ministers’ (Worthy
2016), rather than genuine heir apparent prime ministers. Thus, more specific
criteria are needed to substantiate the latter category of political leaders.

Still, at least in party-centred parliamentary democracies, following an incum-
bent from the same party marks a necessary, in fact the single most important,
feature of a candidate’s profile as heir apparent. For parliamentary democracies,
which are in effect party democracies, with competitive and power-seeking parties
being more or less central to virtually every stage of the public policymaking
process, the notion of an heir apparent from a different party would come close to
a contradiction in terms.

Another key criterion should be seen in a candidate’s membership of the pre-
vious government. Other patterns of leadership recruitment are possible, but they
do not really conform to the basic idea associated with an ‘heir apparency’ in
political terms. Whenever a governing party reaches out for a candidate located
beyond the established political executive elite at the national level to replace an
incumbent head of government (which may bring in holders of electoral office
from the subnational level as well as technocrats), this is likely to indicate the
determination deliberately to prevent any impression of installing anything like a
political heir to the outgoing leader.

Third, it seems crucial that a candidate is widely seen in the media and the public
to be in the position of heir apparent. While party approval is the most obvious
necessary condition to establish an heir apparency, it is public recognition of a
candidate as the ‘natural successor’ that turns him or her into an heir apparent to
the incumbent prime minister. The public acknowledgement of a candidate as an
heir apparent in relevant sections of the mass media is arguably the closest
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equivalent to an institutionalized entitlement to succeed an incumbent in pre-
democratic regimes. This publicly assigned status, which can be expected to build
up a candidate’s authority even before eventually assuming the premiership, dis-
tinguishes genuine heir apparent prime ministers from mere takeover prime
ministers. By contrast, a candidate’s explicit endorsement by the outgoing prime
minister is not essential for obtaining the status of political heir apparent.2

Finally, I suggest that for a candidate to be an heir apparent he or she must not
actively challenge and oust the incumbent prime minister. Candidates chasing and
toppling the sitting prime minister (which, in the Westminster democracies, implies a
successful formal challenge for the party leadership) are, after all, much better
characterized as ‘usurpers’ rather than ‘heirs’. This final distinction may possibly seem
to be more about semantics than politics; however, it is important to devise con-
ceptual distinctions that would seem likely to stand the test of terminological plau-
sibility. Also, if the way in which candidates win office is considered likely to shape
their standing and performance as prime minister (see Weller 2014: 494), usurpers
and heirs, as distinguished above, would in fact seem to make for two different
categories of prime minister. All else being equal, and apart from other issues of
perceived legitimacy, the former can be expected to be much more committed to
breaking away from his or her predecessor’s legacy than the latter, which is likely to
become an independent factor shaping the political fate of a given prime minister.3

These observations underscore the need to put the debate on heirs apparent in
democratic politics, and in executive politics more specifically, on a more elaborate
conceptual basis. By way of concluding the discussion above, I suggest the fol-
lowing criteria for identifying heir apparent prime ministers in parliamentary
democracies. A candidate:

1 must come from the same party as the outgoing prime minister,
2 must have been a minister in the previous government,
3 must have been perceived as the most likely successor to the sitting prime

minister by the media and the public for at least several weeks before the
change in the prime ministerial office takes place, and

4 must not have directly challenged and ousted the incumbent prime minister.

Needless to say, additional criteria – such as the public policies that outgoing and
incoming prime ministers stand for – are possible, but their inclusion would make
comparative empirical classifications of individual candidates significantly more dif-
ficult and vulnerable, as the assessment of continuity and change at the level of public
policies lies much more in the eye of the beholder than the criteria suggested above.

Heir apparent prime ministers and leadership performance
The first thing to note about the number of possible heir apparent prime ministers
from the four countries under consideration is that the number, and shares, of
candidates meeting the basic criterion for an heir apparent prime ministership –
namely the same party affiliation as the outgoing prime minister – varies con-
siderably between the countries. For the period 1945–2016, the score ranges from
35.7% (Canada) to 47.1% (Australia), with New Zealand (44.4%) and the UK
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(46.7%) falling in between.4 A more detailed picture emerges if the total period is
divided into two equal halves (1945–80 and 1981–2016): the UK then stands out as
the only country which has experienced a slight decrease in the number of takeover
prime ministers since the early 1980s (three instead of four). However, this is to a
large extent due to the fact that there have been fewer British prime ministers in the
second period distinguished (six instead of nine), which has been dominated by the
long-term premierships of Margaret Thatcher and Tony Blair. On a different
count, it is worth noting that all more recent British prime ministers winning the
office in the first place in the wake of an election victory (Thatcher, Blair and David
Cameron) were succeeded by takeover prime ministers (John Major, Gordon
Brown and Theresa May). Thus, their percentage share actually went up from
44.4% to 50%, making the UK the country with the largest percentage share of
takeover prime ministers in the period 1981–2016. While the figures were stable for
New Zealand (four), both Canada (three, up from two) and Australia (four, up
from three) have had a greater number of prime ministers belonging to that
category since the 1980s. Accounting for the percentage share, the figures remained
unchanged for New Zealand (44.4%), while they went up both for Canada (from
33.3% to 37.5%) and Australia (from 37.5% to 44.4%). For all four countries
combined, the share of takeover prime ministers increased from 39.9% to 44.1%.

Career patterns and profiles

Table 1 lists not only those post-1945 prime ministers who succeeded a departing
prime minister from their own party, but also indicates which of those candidates
were not classified here as genuine heirs apparent, and why. Those candidates who
failed to qualify as heirs apparent either held no ministerial office in the outgoing
government or enjoyed no status as a likely successor to the sitting prime minister
in the media and among the public, and/or actively challenged and toppled the
incumbent prime minister.

As to the second criterion – holding ministerial office in the outgoing gov-
ernment – there is conspicuously little variation between our four countries.
With just one exception (John Turner, Canada), all candidates held ministerial
office in the previous government, though some of them resigned from office
shortly before making their bid for the premiership (such as Paul Keating and
Malcolm Turnbull in Australia). Even Turner was a special case: in the early 1970s,
when he became minister of finance under Pierre Trudeau, ‘he was clearly the heir
apparent if anything should happen to the Prime Minister’ (Gordon 1977: 327); but
then, a few years on, Turner left politics in favour of a legal and business career,
and when he returned in the mid-1980s in order to seek the premiership, he did so
as an outsider.

While the picture is remarkably clear-cut for our sample of countries, this criterion
would still appear to possess a substantive discriminatory power for comparative
research. Indeed, other findings strongly suggest that membership of the previous
government marks a particular feature of Westminster-style democracy rather than
a more general feature of parliamentary democracy. For example, an empirical
investigation conducted by the author reveals that in Austria, Germany and the
Netherlands (three countries from the consociationalist end of the spectrum of
parliamentary government types), more than half of all takeover prime ministers/
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Table 1. Intra-Party Successors to the Prime Minister and Heirs Apparent in Britain, Canada, Australia
and New Zealand (1945–2016)

Country Tenure Heir apparent Reasons for not qualifying

Britain

Anthony Eden (Cons.) 1955–7 yes

Harold Macmillan (Cons.) 1957–3 no b

Alec Douglas-Home (Cons.) 1963–4 no b

James Callaghan (Labour) 1976–79 no (b)

John Major (Cons.) 1990–7 no (b)

Gordon Brown (Labour) 2007–10 yes

Theresa May (Cons.) 2016– no b

Canada

Louis Saint-Laurent (Liberal) 1948–57 yes

Pierre Trudeau (Liberal) 1968–79 yes

John Turner (Liberal) 1984 no a

Kim Campbell (Progr.-Cons.) 1993 yes

Paul Martin (Liberal) 2003–6 yes

Australia

Ben Chifley (Labor) 1945–9 yes

Harold Holt (Liberal) 1966–7 yes

John Gorton (Liberal) 1968–71 no b

William McMahon (Liberal) 1971–2 no c

Paul Keating (Labor) 1991–6 no c

Julia Gillard (Labor) 2010–13 no c

Kevin Rudd (Labor) 2013 no c

Malcolm Turnbull (Liberal) 2015– no c

New Zealand

Keith Holyoake (National) 1957 yes

Jack Marshall (National) 1972 yes

Bill Rowling (Labour) 1974–5 no b

Geoffrey Palmer (Labour) 1989–90 yes

Mike Moore (Labour) 1990 yes

Jenny Shipley (National) 1997–9 no c

Bill English (National) 2016–17 yes

Sources: https://en.wikipedia.org; https://www.gov.uk/government/people; http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca;
http://primeministers.naa.gov.au.
Notes: All data compiled by the author. a= not a minister in the outgoing government; b= not perceived in the media
and the public as a long-standing successor; c= direct challenger of the incumbent prime minister.
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chancellors between 1945/9 and 2016 succeeded someone from their own party
without having been a minister in the outgoing government (though some of them
had earlier experience in government).

The third criterion – being publicly perceived by the media as a natural suc-
cessor to the sitting prime minister – tends to be somewhat more elusive, and
contested, in political reality. For example, in the UK both James Callaghan and
John Major, while holding very senior political offices in the previous government(s),
emerged from a quickly arranged open party contest rather than being offered
the party leadership and the prime ministership on the basis of a widespread
perception as a ‘natural successor’ to the prime minister. In Major’s case, Geoffrey
Howe, Thatcher’s longest-serving minister and deputy prime minister until his
resignation on 1 November 1990 (just three weeks ahead of Thatcher’s resigna-
tion), was in many respects more of a long-expected heir apparent to the prime
minister than Major himself. Callaghan’s winning the premiership may have been
somewhat less of a surprise. He was Prime Minister Wilson’s preferred successor,
but in the first round of the contest for the Labour Party leadership he was defeated
by Michael Foot, and in any case was ‘not the anointed heir apparent’ (Rubinstein
2003: 313). To be sure, with regard to this aspect, Callaghan and Major were still
closer to the status of heir apparent than Harold Macmillan and Alec Douglas-
Home who both, alongside several other hopeful contenders, faced a powerful
deputy prime minister (Rab Butler, who could meaningfully be characterized as the
established heir apparent to both Eden in 1956/7 and Macmillan in 1963). In
contrast, Theresa May’s case was clear-cut: while being a member of the Cameron–
Clegg government, she was clearly an outsider in terms of a would-be prime
ministerial candidate. Indeed, for the best part of Cameron’s premiership, per-
ceptions of a possible heir apparent in the media, and the Conservative Party,
strongly focused on George Osborne, the chancellor of the exchequer.

Failing to be perceived as the natural successor, however, is no peculiarity of
some British candidates: New Zealand’s 30th prime minister, Bill Rowling, also
could not really claim to hold the status of a natural successor to Prime Minister
Norman Kirk. It was Hugh Watt, not Rowling, who served as deputy prime
minister under Kirk, and who also became interim prime minister when Kirk
resigned. Watt was also Labour’s long-standing deputy party leader. He lost the
party leadership contest on 6 September 1974 to Rowling mainly because the
parliamentary party felt that, at 61, he was too old and Labour and the government
needed a younger leader. A similar case was John Gorton, Australia’s 19th prime
minister, who followed Harold Holt after the prime minister’s mysterious sudden
disappearance without having been seen as a particularly likely successor by many.

The fourth criterion – the absence of a direct and successful attempt to oust the
prime minister – bears empirical relevance within our sample only with regard to some
candidates from Oceania’s two largest parliamentary democracies. What was a rare
exception in New Zealand’s post-war political history – the toppling of Prime Minister
Jim Bolger by Jenny Shipley in late December 1997 – would be a much more estab-
lished pattern in Australia. In fact, four out of five Australian takeover prime ministers
failed to qualify as heir apparent prime ministers because they usurped rather than
inherited the office. Major contextual differences apart, this applies to William
McMahon, Paul Keating, Julia Gillard and Kevin Rudd as well as Malcolm Turnbull.
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Overall, 13 out of 27 post-war takeover prime ministers from the four countries
under consideration can be classified as heir apparent prime ministers. In the UK,
both Anthony Eden and Gordon Brown were truly exemplary cases of heirs
apparent. In Eden’s case this status was also formally underscored by his position
as deputy prime minister and as deputy leader of the Conservative Party. While
Brown was neither deputy prime minister nor deputy leader of the Labour Party –
positions held by John Prescott throughout the Blair era – there was never any
doubt about Labour’s pecking order with regard to No. 10.

In the same period, 1945–2016, Canada experienced no fewer than four heir
apparent prime ministers: Louis Saint-Laurent’s winning the premiership may not
have been a foregone conclusion; there were other contenders from within the
Liberal Party. But Saint-Laurent was Prime Minister King’s personal choice, and
the latter campaigned hard for his preferred successor to win the Liberal Party
leadership, which Saint-Laurent did on the first ballot. Neither was Pierre Trudeau
the safe successor to the outgoing prime minister and won the party leadership
only on the fourth ballot, yet he was still the frontrunner and the clear favourite
with the Canadian public. Kim Campbell, while also not being the only candidate
seeking to win the party leadership and premiership from the hands of Brian
Mulroney, effectively ‘became his heir apparent and a media darling’ (Campbell
2001: 95) long before Mulroney announced his resignation. Among Canadian heir
apparent prime ministers, Paul Martin arguably marks the most clear-cut case,
even though he spent many years in conflict with the prime minister whose office
he eventually inherited (see Sands 2002: 4).

There were two clear-cut cases of heirs apparent in Australia: Harold Holt, who
held senior ministerial posts under his predecessor and was, years before winning
the premiership, touted in the press as a certain successor to Menzies and a
potential prime minister. In his book on Australian prime ministers, Brian Carroll
(2004: 201–206) therefore correctly labels Holt as ‘the heir apparent’. The only
other Australian post-war prime minister coming very close to Holt’s record is Ben
Chifley. Chifley, who became prime minister in July 1945, was a member of the
previous governments and arguably the politically most senior member of the
Curtin government (though formally not deputy prime minister). When John
Curtin died on 5 July 1945, Frank Forde, the deputy prime minister, was appointed
prime minister. Yet he held the office for just over a week, and on 13 July 1945,
after having won the leadership contest in the Australian Labor Party, Chifley
assumed the office of prime minister. That said, Chifley very much deserves to be
classified as a genuine heir apparent as he did not actively seek the role of chal-
lenger and defeater (see Hughes 1976: 134).

In the same period, New Zealand witnessed no fewer than five heir apparent
prime ministers who met all four criteria suggested here. While being remembered
in particular for his second, more extended term as prime minister (1960–72),
Keith Holyoake was a classic case of an heir apparent prime minister when he first
won the office in the late 1950s. He was the first person ever to be formally
appointed to the post of deputy prime minister and advanced to the premiership
from this position when Prime Minister Sidney Holland retired due to ill health in
September 1957. The story of New Zealand’s second post-1945 heir apparent prime
minister, Jack Marshall, is strongly reminiscent of Holyoake’s initial coming to
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power: being deputy prime minister in the Holyoake administration, he joined the
leadership contest within his party, and won, after the prime minister had declared
his resignation from office. Geoffrey Palmer, the third in line, provides another
example of a deputy prime minister turning prime minister. Mike Moore, the
country’s fourth heir apparent prime minister of the post-war period, was a less
clear-cut case of an heir apparent than Holyoake, Marshall or Palmer. Rather than
being a long-standing ‘crown prince’ to the prime minister in the ailing Palmer
administration, he was simply the best candidate to lead Labour in the 1999 general
election, which was widely being predicted as a certain defeat for Labour. His only
challenger in the party leadership race, Richard Northey, an MP, was a real surprise
candidate and would have been a much less classic heir apparent than Moore
himself. Finally, with Bill English, appointed prime minister in December 2016,
New Zealand experienced another textbook case of an heir apparent prime min-
ister who possessed all the defining features suggested above, plus the explicit
endorsement of the departing prime minister.

As these assessments demonstrate, the share of takeover prime ministers who
can also be characterized as heir apparent prime ministers (according to the criteria
suggested above) differs greatly between the individual countries covered. The
proportion of candidates falling into this category is largest in Canada and New
Zealand, where between 71% (New Zealand) and 80% (Canada) of all candidates
following in the steps of a prime minister from the ranks of their party possessed all
the defining features of an heir apparent. The share was 25% for Australia and
28.5% for the UK.

Reflecting the multidimensional features of the concept suggested here, there are
several reasons that might account for this pattern. Not having been considered by
the media as a likely successor, and having formally challenged and ousted the
incumbent prime minister are responsible for five clear-cut disqualifications each,
with one other case relating to not having held a post in the previous government.
The second reason for not qualifying is by far the most intriguing one. As Patrick
Weller (2012) has argued, the likelihood that a party leader, and prime minister, is
ousted by an intra-party challenger, is essentially the result of different sets of rules
which shape the choice of strategies adopted by potential challengers. In a more
recent study, Mark Bennister and Tim Heppell (2016) have contended that the
reasons for party leader and prime ministerial survival are more complex and
include different party cultures and political circumstances. However, both
approaches help explain why the number of ‘usurpers’ has been incomparably
higher in Australia than in the other three countries.

That the UK, notwithstanding the more incumbent-friendly party environment,
hosts a very similar share to Australia’s of takeover prime ministers falling short of
being genuine heir apparent prime ministers points to a different factor: the size of the
pool of candidates considered eligible for the office of prime minister (which is, again,
not independent of the rules for intra-party succession). Several British takeover
prime ministers arrived at No. 10 rather unexpectedly, thereby failing to qualify as an
established and long-standing heir; in this regard Theresa May is just the latest case in
point. By contrast, the considerable share of heir apparent prime ministers among the
total of takeover prime ministers in New Zealand may to some extent be attributed to
the notable centrality of the office of deputy prime minister as the natural recruiting
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base for mid-term successors, for which there is no equivalent in the other three
countries. That said, the Canadian case suggests that a greater pluralism with regard
to the office held by respective candidates immediately before advancing to the
premiership between two elections (indeed, all five moved in from different places)
does not necessarily undermine the prospect of having a very sizeable share of
genuine heirs apparent. Overall, then, while institutional differences clearly matter
even within what is widely considered to constitute an established sample of ‘most
similar cases’, there is a striking amount of contingency shaping the politics of prime
ministerial succession in those four countries.

Prime ministerial performance

How have heir apparent prime ministers fared as political leaders? Any substantive
inquiry into matters of prime ministerial performance faces considerable theore-
tical as well as methodological challenges, which can be addressed only very briefly
within the scope of this article (see, however, Helms Forthcoming). Further, to
avoid a purely exploratory approach, it would also seem useful to revisit some
earlier assessments of the difference that long apprenticeships and heir apparency
are believed to make in terms of prime ministerial performance, before assessing
the cases from our sample.

Theoretical and empirical preliminaries
Longevity and re-election track records of incumbents have been widely considered
to constitute important indicators of prime ministerial performance (see, for
example, Rhodes and ‘t Hart 2014: 13). Yet, even in the age of the ‘permanent
campaign’, governing and campaigning have remained two fundamentally different
activities, and it is easy to confuse longevity with prime ministerial excellence.
Indeed, in parliamentary democracies with complex coalition governments, heads
of government effectively cannot be ousted, or at least not by the voter. In this type
of democratic regime, longevity of a prime minister is shaped primarily by the
dominant governing party’s (and its candidate’s) coalition-building potential.
Other things being equal, junior coalition parties may even be more willing to join
a coalition if the prime minister representing a different party is weak, and likely to
be seen as a figure with limited political stature.

Thus, compared to longevity, which is strongly context-dependent and tends to
be no more than a fairly vulnerable proxy-variable for any particular leadership
performance even under the most favourable circumstances, job approval ratings
of an incumbent provide a much more direct and valid indicator of perceived
successful prime ministerial performance. However, in the end only more
sophisticated surveys specifically seeking to capture different dimensions of per-
formance can provide a reasonable basis for comparative performance-related
assessments of different incumbents. Therefore, the assessments below draw on a
series of expert surveys on rating and ranking prime ministers, in particular those
reported in the empirically rich case studies gathered by Paul Strangio et al. (2013)
and several more recent sources. They include a wealth of different dimensions,
from personality-related features (such as trustworthiness) and political dimen-
sions of a candidate’s performance (such as party and coalition management)
through concrete policy achievements.5 While no methodological approach is free

Government and Opposition 269

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/g

ov
.2

01
8.

22
 P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
lin

e 
by

 C
am

br
id

ge
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2018.22


of inherent weaknesses,6 expert surveys would, after all, still appear to be perhaps
the least deficient approach to assessing the performance of political leaders in a
given country (see Bose and Landis 2003; ‘t Hart and Schelfhout 2016: 153–156).

The status of heir apparent – succeeding a prime minister as a broadly
acknowledged natural intra-party successor and, usually, after a distinguished and
extended ministerial career – has drawn little, if any, particular attention in the
literature. This notwithstanding, long and distinguished political careers have been
widely considered to provide favourable conditions for performing successfully in
the office of prime minister. After all, this experience-focused philosophy is at the
very heart of established recruitment regimes in parliamentary democracies, under
which it normally takes more than 20 years for a candidate to climb the greasy pole
(with extended stretches both in parliament and as a government minister). The
complexity of contemporary politics, and the increasing demands on those who
take charge of directing the public policymaking process, is widely understood
to require, and justify, an advanced degree of political professionalization and
careerism (see Borchert 2003). This idea has also figured prominently in recent
comparative work on political chief executives. For example, in their empirical
assessment of prime ministers in Central Eastern Europe, Florian Grotz and
Ferdinand Müller-Rommel (2015) suggest that the more previous political
experience a prime minister has, the more likely he or she is to be a powerful and
successful prime minister. More specifically, various scholars, while usually
eschewing more particular conceptual issues, have highlighted the greatness of
precisely those prime ministers they characterized as heirs apparent (see, for
example, Pakulski and Tranter 2015: 79). Thus, the central hypothesis emerging
from this work is that heir apparent prime ministers possess special resources (in
terms of experience, expertise and public recognition), and thus would appear set
to perform successfully in office.7

Before proceeding to the empirical assessment of different prime ministers’ per-
formance, one possible caveat is to be addressed briefly here. In the eyes of many
party scholars, both takeover and heir apparent prime ministers are conceived of as
the inevitable victims of ‘party exhaustion’: voters are believed to get tired of the same
parties the longer they govern, largely irrespective of the faces they may present, and
those arriving in office late in the day are doomed to fail. Governing parties indeed
generally tend to incur electoral costs of governing, and thus prime ministers are
potentially at risk of getting dragged into their party’s struggle against the downturn
(see Green and Jennings 2017: chs 5 and 6). However, the relationship between prime
ministerial performance and the electoral performance of his or her party is much
more complex. For one thing, prime ministerial performance cannot be meaningfully
reduced to aspects of electoral performance. Even when prime ministerial perfor-
mance is defined in terms of the development of his or her party’s electoral support,
the prime minister is not merely a passive element in a purely party-driven game.
Indeed, in their major recent study on the costs of governing, Jane Green and Will
Jennings (2017: 194) specifically acknowledge that ‘a change of leadership in the midst
of a party’s period in office may offer a chance to alleviate … some governing costs
under certain conditions’. A closer look reveals several more particular things: first,
prime ministers do not simply become less and less successful the longer they govern.
Long-term prime ministers are not always considered to have had their strongest
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performance during their first term; for example, Thatcher’s second term was judged
to have been considerably more successful than her first and third (Theakston 2013:
235). Second, it is not always the case that a later incumbent in a series of takeover
prime ministers is widely seen as the worst prime ministerial performer. For example,
Harold Macmillan is unequivocally considered a better prime minister than his
predecessor, Anthony Eden.8 Finally, some early popularity assessments of takeover
prime ministers – for example, after a few months in office, John Major was hailed as
‘one of the most popular British leaders of the last 30 years’ (Whitney 1991), and
Theresa May was even found to be the most capable British leader in more than
40 years (Osborne 2017) – strongly suggest that being a takeover prime minister is by
no means synonymous with fighting a losing battle from the start.

Empirical patterns of prime ministerial performance
The picture that emerges from an inquiry into prime ministerial performance in
the four Westminster democracies is clearly dominated by assessments that see the
great majority of heir apparent prime ministers as under-performers. This is cer-
tainly true for British Prime Ministers Eden and Brown, who featured in the 2010
expert survey organized by Kevin Theakston and Mark Gill among the three worst
performing post-1945 prime ministers: Brown, was ranked number 10 out of 12,
with an average score of 3.9, and Eden was number 12 with an average score of 2.3
(Theakston and Gill 2011). In particular, Eden’s status as one of the worst British
prime ministers after World War II, and arguably the worst of all, is documented
in many different popular opinion and expert surveys. Indeed, he came in with the
lowest score in all but one of the surveys and assessments reported by Theakston
(2013), the only exception being the Angus Reid poll published in 2010, in which
Eden achieved one percentage point more in the category of good prime minister,
and one percentage point less in the category of bad prime minister, than Alec
Douglas-Home (Theakston 2013: 222).

Among Canadian heir apparent prime ministers, Louis Saint-Laurent and Pierre
Trudeau fared comparatively well. In a recent survey by Norman Hillmer and
Stephen Azzi (2011), they came in as number 5 (Trudeau) and number 7 (Saint-
Laurent) out of a total of 22 prime ministers ranked. In an earlier survey conducted
by Norman Hillmer and Jack Granatstein (1997) Saint-Laurent even featured in
the second highest category (‘near great’) out of six categories (running from ‘great’
to ‘failure’). The assessments of Trudeau are to be considered carefully in our
context, as Trudeau was appointed prime minister twice, in 1968 (serving to 1979)
and in 1980 (serving to 1984), and he was not an heir apparent prime minister on
returning to office in the 1980s. Also, some of his achievements shaping his overall
performance and assessment score relate to his second tenure. Saint-Laurent’s and
Trudeau’s ratings contrast starkly with the significantly less favourable evaluations
of the performance of Paul Martin, ranked 15, and Kim Campbell who was ranked
number 22 and thus at the very bottom of the Canadian prime ministerial league.
Campbell also received the lowest score of all 23 prime ministers evaluated in a
more recent expert survey (Azzi and Hillmer 2016).

Among Australian prime ministers, Harold Holt tends to be considered less of a
failure than Eden and Brown in Britain. However, he features prominently as a
candidate in the contest for the ‘all-time worst prime minister’ (where he was
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ranked number 4, ex aequo with Joseph Cook in a small expert survey conducted in
2001 by the Australian Financial Review), and was not mentioned among the 10
best prime ministers identified (see Strangio 2013: 272). In another expert survey,
carried out in 2004, Holt received the second lowest score of all 11 post-war prime
ministers to that date (Strangio 2013: 274). While his overall ranking in another
expert survey directed by researchers from Monash University is less bad, he was
placed in the lowest quarter of 23 prime ministers from Edmond Barton to Kevin
Rudd (Strangio 2013: 278). For reasons of fairness it should be added, though, that
Holt’s career as a prime minister was short and ended abruptly by what seems to
have been a fatal accident. Very much unlike Holt, Ben Chifley is regularly ranked
in the best 25% of all Australian prime ministers. In the 2010 Monash survey he
came in as third out of 23 (‘overall rating on a scale from outstanding to failure’)
and fourth respectively (on the basis of cumulative ratings on 10 performance
indices; see Strangio 2013: 278–279). In an older survey, the Canberra Times poll
conducted in 1992, Chifley even led the field of then 15 prime ministers, with a
total score more than 15% higher than that of the second best rated prime minister
(Strangio 2013: 269).

Among New Zealand’s heir apparent prime ministers, Keith Holyoake received
by far the highest scores in various expert rankings. In a scholarly ranking carried
out in 2011, Holyoake secured the fifth highest overall score of a total of 32 prime
ministers (Johansson and Levine 2013: 305). However, like his Canadian coun-
terpart Trudeau, Holyoake had two tenures as prime minister, and was an heir
apparent only when he won the office first in 1957. Moreover, while Trudeau’s first
term was considerably longer than his second, Holyoake’s first term ended after
just three months. The ‘real’ premiership of Holyoake, which won the praise of
many observers, started only in late 1960 when he won the office from the ranks of
the opposition and held it for more than 11 years. In the same ranking, Palmer,
Marshall and Moore came in as numbers 15, 22 and 27. In another ranking list,
which includes only those prime ministers appointed after 1945, and serving until
2011, Palmer, Marshall and Moore are numbers 7, 9 and 11 out of 12. The pre-
miership of Bill English, New Zealand’s most recent heir apparent prime minister
(2016–17), has not received any substantive scholarly assessment yet, which is why
his premiership is not considered in more detail in the analysis below. Yet in light
of the various assessments available, it would seem reasonable to expect him to
receive future rankings somewhere towards the lower end.

The picture that emerges from these assessments is clear: the large majority of heir
apparent prime ministers identified have tended to disappoint, with their perfor-
mance being perceived as average at best, and more often significantly below average.
The closest contenders for the status of heir apparent prime minister from our sample
of countries are probably Callaghan and Major from the UK, and Rowling from New
Zealand. However, if one were to add their names and evaluations to the performance
record of heirs apparent in the four countries under consideration, it would not
change the overall picture at all; in fact, all three were judged as slightly or, more
often, clearly below average (see Johansson and Levine 2013; Theakston 2013).

It is important to note, though, that, while many heir apparent prime ministers
have been judged as under-performers, a disappointing performance is by no
means a foregone conclusion. There can be no doubt that heir apparent prime
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ministers may perform successfully. The few but major exceptions from our sample
of countries are: Saint-Laurent and Trudeau (Canada), Chifley (Australia) and
Holyoake (New Zealand). However, as mentioned above, in particular the extended
premiership of Holyoake – split into a three-month period (1957), when Holyoake
was indeed an heir apparent, and a second incomparably longer term (1960–72)
which developed out of the electoral victory of the National Party in late 1960 –
cannot be counted as that of an heir apparent. Further, given their particular track
records, Saint-Laurent, Trudeau and Chifley were to a lesser degree textbook cases
of long-standing heirs apparent than, for example, Eden, Brown or Holt.

While this rather small-n sample of successful heir apparent prime ministers
may make such an inquiry vulnerable, it is still tempting to look for shared features
that mark the political rise and the tenures of the most successful heirs apparent
from our sample (Saint-Laurent, Trudeau and Chifley, who are widely seen to belong
to the most accomplished 50% of post-war prime ministers in their respective
countries), and for possible contrasts in the profiles of the worst-ranked heir
apparent prime ministers from each country.9 The poorest (or at least worst ranked)
heir apparent prime ministers from our four countries were: Eden and Brown (UK),
Campbell and Martin (Canada), Holt (the only other Australian heir apparent prime
minister apart from Chifley) and Marshall and Moore (New Zealand).

The comparative assessment below focuses on four aspects: the parliamentary
experience (overall, i.e. until being appointed prime minister; and net, i.e. excluding
years as government minister while holding a seat in parliament), the number of
years as government minister, the number of different ministerial offices held, and
the length of the term of the previous prime minister (see Table 2). The length of
term of the heir apparent prime ministers themselves is not being considered here
because durability in office is often taken as a proxy for a successful performance
(see above), which creates an obvious methodological problem. Also, the length of
experience as party leader before assuming prime ministerial office has not been
considered here, as (unlike candidates winning the prime ministership from the
position of opposition leader) heir apparent prime ministers, at least in West-
minster contexts, usually become party leader only a few days before (or even after)
being appointed prime minister.

As Table 2 indicates, there are major differences to be found within the family of
heir apparent prime ministers: the three best-performing heir apparent prime
ministers from our sample of countries had significantly less extended parlia-
mentary and ministerial careers and also held fewer different ministerial offices
before becoming head of government.

As to the first two aspects – the length of parliamentary and ministerial
experience – the findings do not support the widespread assumption that a more
extended career as a professional politician benefits a candidate when eventually
winning the premiership. It seems that candidates are, ceteris paribus, better off if
they advance to the top after just a few years in parliament and/or government,
before they possibly start running out of energy and ideas or adopt entrenched
departmental views and habits. In particular, exceptionally long parliamentary
careers do not seem to benefit prime ministerial performance.

The second finding – that those who performed better held, on average, slightly
fewer different ministerial offices than the most notable under-performers – is
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perhaps even more remarkable. It would, again, appear plausible to argue that serving
in a number of different departments before eventually becoming prime minister
provides candidates with a most useful set of political and policy-related experiences
when it comes to providing effective cross-departmental leadership. However, this is
not what our cases and findings suggest. More than two-thirds (five out of seven) of
the worst-ranked heir apparent prime ministers gathered experience in four or more
different departments before advancing to the premiership.

The third finding – that the worst-ranked heir apparent prime ministers, with
few exceptions, tended to follow particularly long-serving prime ministers – is
certainly more in line with conventional wisdom, yet nevertheless well worth
noting. More than half of the worst-ranked heir apparent prime ministers from our
sample took over from an outgoing prime minister who had been in power for
more than 10 years.10 Thus, what Yusaku Horiuchi et al. (2015) found for party
leaders also applies for prime ministers. Other things being equal, the longer the
term of an incoming prime minister’s predecessor, the longer his or her shadow,
and the heavier the legacy to come to terms with. This would appear to be true not
only in terms of public policy but also, and perhaps in particular, with regard to
established public expectations of public leadership, including leadership rhetoric
and media management.

The importance of the patterns highlighted above is further underscored by a
comparative analysis of the top-ranked prime ministers assuming office after 1945
from the countries under consideration (Clement Attlee, UK; Lester Pearson, Canada;
Bob Hawke, Australia; and Helen Clark, New Zealand). Overall, the profiles of these
top performers are much more similar to the profiles of the most successful heir
apparent prime ministers than to those of the strongly under-performing heir
apparent prime ministers. Three of the four top performers had previous ministerial
experience in just one department (Pearson and Clark) or no ministerial experience at
all (Hawke); and their average length of experience as government minister before
becoming head of government was just five and a half years. The picture looks
different for the parliamentary experience of prime ministers: with 14.4 years on
average, the overall parliamentary experience of the top performers was much more
similar to that of the worst-ranked heir apparent prime ministers than to that of the
more highly ranked heirs apparent (20.35 and 5.33 years respectively). With 9.67
years, the average score concerning net parliamentary experience (‘MP only, without
simultaneously holding a ministerial office’) was also significantly closer to that for the
under-performing heir apparent prime ministers (8.67 years) than to that for the best-
performing heirs apparent (2.15 years). Thus, unlike the two executive-related factors
distinguished, the length of parliamentary experience does not seem to be a strong
determinant of prime ministerial performance – which, at least in the context of
Westminster democracies, can still be considered a finding notable in its own right.
Finally, the importance of the fourth factor distinguished (the length of the tenure of
the previous prime minister) is also reflected at the level of top-ranked performers: with
an average figure of less than five years, the prime ministers belonging to this group
had a lighter legacy to deal with than either group of heir apparent prime ministers.

In light of these figures, it can be concluded that, everything else being equal – and
very much in contrast to conventional wisdom – a modest ministerial track record in
terms of length and in particular diversity tends to benefit the performance of a prime

Ludger Helms276

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/g

ov
.2

01
8.

22
 P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
lin

e 
by

 C
am

br
id

ge
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2018.22


minister. Such effects relating to a candidate’s own track record may combine with a
short or moderate tenure by the outgoing prime minister, which also tends to have a
favourable effect on the fortunes of an incoming prime minister. The difference in the
perceived performance of relatively successful heir apparent prime ministers on the
one hand and top performers on the other suggests that the status of heir apparent
somewhat limits the beneficial effects of these features. Put differently, winning the
office as a challenger from the opposition would appear to mark another important
prerequisite for a truly great prime ministerial performance. Indeed, all top-ranked
post-war prime ministers from all four countries won the premiership in the after-
math of an electoral victory by their respective parties.

Conclusions
As the analysis above suggests, patterns of advancement matter in terms of prime
ministerial performance. Overall, heir apparent prime ministers are significantly more
likely to fail and disappoint, even though their extended experience as well as public
prominence and recognition on assuming office would appear to provide good reason
to expect otherwise. Moreover, the analysis has identified more specific elements in
the track record of individual incumbents which provide important clues as to why
some prime ministers were more successful than others.

While this article has consciously focused on a particular set of factors, it is
important to note that this obviously implies a strong ceteris paribus clause. A first
major factor not accounted for here is the personality traits of different candidates: in
fact, some people may bring all the talents required to perform exceptionally well as
second-tier players, while being unable to maintain that performance when placed
at the top level, whatever their professional experience and expertise may be
(on studying leaders’ personality traits, see e.g. Hermann 2003). The other factor, or
rather set of factors, consciously ignored in this study is political context broadly
defined. In reality, the political and economic state of affairs, the presence or absence
of crisis situations, as well as the strengths or weaknesses of potential challengers
constitute potentially powerful factors likely to shape the political fortunes of a prime
minister (see ‘t Hart 2014), which would all have to be on the agenda of a more
extensive comparative assessment of prime ministerial performance. Indeed, studying
context is indispensable for a deeper understanding, and perhaps fairer assessments,
of leaders and their performance; yet, ultimately, it is not context that makes or breaks
leaders. Comparative research on leaders’ styles and performance in context suggests
that low-opportunity leaders by no means necessarily perform less successfully than
high-opportunity leaders, nor are they necessarily perceived as less effective than their
better situated counterparts (see Genovese et al. 2014; Theakston 2002).11

In addition to studying more closely the personality traits of prime ministers and
the particular context of their premierships, it would be intriguing to learn more
about the psychology of heirs apparent (see also Bynander and ‘t Hart 2006). Does the
status of heir apparent create a latent ‘office fatigue’ among incoming candidates right
from the start, or possibly even before the start? Is there perhaps a certain amount of
mental exhaustion at work that falls upon an incumbent who may not only have been
tired of waiting but also tired from waiting? Is the political attention of heir apparent
prime ministers distracted, and their judgement impaired, as they suffer from a
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fixation to do things differently from their immediate predecessor at virtually any
cost? There is a more general inclination of incoming prime ministers to go out of
their way to break free from their immediate predecessor’s legacy and style (Helms
2016: 296–297), but this may create particularly difficult challenges and delicate
choices for heirs apparent in the office of prime minister.

Further, it would be important to know more about the difference that major
strategic choices of incoming prime ministers make in terms of their perceived
performance. Related research on incoming party leaders suggests that – not-
withstanding the actual facts of a succession – there is considerable room for
‘framing’ a succession with much leeway in terms of image-building and public
promotion of a candidate in the competitive arena (Bynander and ‘t Hart 2008:
402). What seems clear, though, is that heirs apparent in the office of prime
minister are more likely than ‘normal’ prime ministers to find themselves con-
fronted with deeply conflicting public expectations about continuity and change,
even among their supporters. This may all too easily turn into a major source of
disappointment and disenchantment, which may indeed be a crucial part of the
story behind the strange political failure of many heir apparent prime ministers.
After all, there can be little doubt that perceptions of prime ministerial perfor-
mance tend to be strongly shaped by expectations (see Helms 2017: 12).

Finally, there would appear to be several important implications of the key
findings of this article. To the extent that the suspected causal relationship
between career patterns and performance in office can be substantiated by future
comparative research, such insights could become the basis for revisiting, and
revising, the written and unwritten rules of political recruitment to top leadership
positions. For example, to the extent that there is a proven causal relationship
between extended tenures as a departmental minister and later disappointment
and failure in the office of prime minister, it might be worthwhile to consider the
likely effects of term limits for possibly ‘over-experienced’ and ‘exhausted’ con-
tenders for the premiership. Moreover, if extremely extended premierships are
actually problematic not only for an incumbent and his or her government, but
also for his or her successor, and the country more generally, as the findings
above suggest, then measures addressing this problem would seem well worth
considering, too.12

Acknowledgements. The author would like to thank the three anonymous referees of this journal for
their generous and most valuable suggestions. A previous draft of this paper has been presented at the third
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Notes
1 A brief note on the Westminster-type of parliamentary democracy is in order. In the wider comparative
politics literature, such as and in particular with Arend Lijphart (1984, 2012), ‘Westminster democracies’
are prominently presented as a synonym to ‘majoritarian democracies’, a distinct set of institutions and
agency-related patterns, conceptualized as the direct opposite to ‘consociational democracies’ (for a recent
reappraisal, see Bogaards 2017). To be sure, in real-world politics no less so than in Comparative Politics as
an academic discipline, notions of Westminster democracy have tended to be diffuse and contested. In a
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rigorous comparative assessment, Graham Wilson (1994: 193) identified ‘the unity between the legislature
and executive secured through a disciplined political party’ as the only basic feature of the Westminster
model to be found across the family of Westminster democracies. Notwithstanding countless minor and
several major institutional differences (in particular at the level of territorial politics), the four Westminster
democracies studied here are marked by a set of institutions that have given rise to more or less powerful
executives (towards parliament and beyond), prime ministers that tend to be dominant players (while
operating within a system of collective ministerial responsibility), and a notably prominent role of political
parties at all stages of the governing process. Indeed, it is the inseparable link between party leadership and
premiership that continues to distinguish Westminster democracies even from several other parliamentary
democracies with a powerful chief executive, such as Germany, where winning the chancellorship is not
dependent on holding the party leadership, and some chancellors were strikingly aloof from their own
party (see Helms 2002).
2 Often, the nomination and promotion of a candidate by the prime minister and his or her particular
status in the media go hand-in-hand. However, explicit prime ministerial endorsement of a candidate
should be considered no more than a secondary indicator, and whenever the incumbent’s personal pre-
ferences and the party’s and media’s assessments of a candidate are at odds, preference should be given to
the latter when it comes to classifying that candidate as an heir apparent.
3 Of course, in political reality the fates of heirs and usurpers may be similar, as a closer inspection of Australian
prime ministers through 2010 (see Strangio 2013) and the perceived performance of several more recent usurpers
(Julia Gillard, Kevin Rudd and Malcom Turnbull) would appear to suggest. Moreover, there are admittedly
borderline cases. For example, Hawke and Keating, Australia’s 23rd and 24th prime ministers, obviously had an
understanding that Keating was to be the next leader, until Hawke decided he did not want to leave the prime
ministership. This notwithstanding, it would seem reasonable to keep conceptual and empirical issues apart.
4 The calculations above include all prime ministers that have been appointed or reappointed since 1945.
On that count, the earliest prime ministers to be included are Attlee (UK), King (CA), Forde (AUS) and
Fraser (NZ). All returning prime ministers – Holyoake (NZ), Rudd (AUS), Trudeau (CA) and Wilson
(UK) – were counted twice.
5 It seems important to note that the status of incumbents – elected, takeover or heir apparent prime
ministers – has conspicuously been ignored in those expert surveys, which makes revisiting the findings all
the more intriguing.
6 For example, even the most carefully arranged survey may suffer from ‘presentism’, uneven levels of
historical knowledge as well as the mediating and filtering role of opinion-makers and the mass media
regarding the performance and achievements of individual leaders (see Theakston 2013: 223).
7 It is to be noted that occasional work lookingmore specifically into the performance of the larger group of intra-
party successors in the office of British prime minister has arrived at considerably less favourable assessments
(seeWorthy 2016); however, apart frommajor conceptual differences, this research has focused purely on theUK.
8 Similar evidence can be found beyond Westminster: for instance, Austria’s Chancellor Franz Vranitzky
(1986–97) is widely seen as an incomparably more successful political leader than his immediate pre-
decessor, Fred Sinowatz (1983–6), himself a Social Democratic takeover and heir apparent chancellor.
9 As no heir apparent prime minister from the UK and New Zealand has been considered to belong to the
best 50% of the holders of their country’s post-war premiership, the sample of best-ranked performers
presented here includes only Canadian and Australian prime ministers.
10 If one accounts for Winston Churchill’s war-time years as prime minister, and Eden’s unchallenged
status as his ‘natural successor’ to be firmly established even before Churchill’s return to No. 10 in 1951,
Eden could also be classified as following in the steps of a long-term prime minister, which would further
underscore the importance of this nexus.
11 This would appear to mark a more general phenomenon cutting across different types of government,
including presidential systems: for example, George W. Bush’s status as high-opportunity president did not
save him from being considered by many as one of the worst presidents in recent American political
history. The opposite is true, for example, for Bill Clinton, a low-opportunity president who continues to
receive average and above-average assessments in many expert surveys (see Genovese et al. 2014).
12 Indeed, few observers have considered the final term of a long-term prime minister to be particularly
impressive, and usually the gradual decline of a prime minister is felt strongly, especially when he or she
has once been perceived as exceptionally capable and successful.
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