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parties that are thinking about joining the government. The fact that legislators belonging to 
coalition parties can vote against government-sponsored bills without running the risk of caus-
ing the government to fall, however, implies that the costs (in regard to committing support 
to the government’s legislative agenda) of belonging to a coalition may also be lower. Thus, 
although presidents may want to form coalition governments in some circumstances, it’s not 
clear that they’ll always find willing coalition partners; if they do find coalition partners, they’re 
likely to be less reliable.

One implication of this logic is that, while coalition governments shouldn’t be exceptional 
in presidential democracies, they should be less common than in parliamentary ones. Again, 
there’s some empirical evidence to support this. When examining minority situations in the 
world between 1946 and 1999, Cheibub, Przeworski, and Saiegh (2004) find that coalitions 
formed 78 percent of the time in parliamentary democracies but only 54 percent of the time in 
presidential ones.

The Composition of Presidential Cabinets

We’ve illustrated that presidential democracies tend to be characterized by more minority gov-
ernments and fewer coalition governments than parliamentary ones. It turns out that the com-
position of presidential cabinets also differs systematically from parliamentary cabinets. On 
average, presidents appoint cabinets that contain a higher proportion of nonpartisan ministers. 
A nonpartisan minister is someone who doesn’t come from the legislature; they might be some-
one like a technocrat, a crony, or a representative of an interest group. On average, presidents 
also allocate cabinet portfolios in a less proportional way than prime ministers (Amorim Neto 
and Samuels 2006; Ariotti and Golder 2018; Golder and Thomas 2014; Silva, forthcoming). 
Table 11.8 provides empirical evidence in support of these claims from thirty parliamentary and 
thirteen presidential democracies from 1980 to 2000.

The composition of cabinets in any type of democracy reflects the extent to which forma-
teurs must negotiate with political parties. Although political parties exert a relatively strong 
impact over the allocation of cabinet seats in parliamentary systems, this isn’t necessarily the 
case in presidential democracies. Prime ministers almost always appoint partisan ministers—
individuals from political parties in the legislature—to the cabinet as a way of building the 
legislative majority they need to stay in power. It’s for precisely the same reason that prime 

Democratic system

Average percentage of 

nonpartisan ministers

Average proportionality of cabinet 

portfolio allocation

Parliamentary 2.12 0.90

Presidential 29.17 0.65

Source: Numbers are based on data from Amorim Neto and Samuels (2006).

Note: Proportionality is measured from 0 to 1, with 1 being perfect proportionality.

TABLE 11.8 ■    Government Composition in Presidential and Parliamentary 

Democracies




