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PORTFOLIO ALLOCATION AND GAMSON’S LAW

Gamson’s law: Cabinet portfolios will be distributed among government parties in strict 
proportion to the number of seats that each party contributes to the government’s legislative 
seat total (Gamson 1961).

Gamson’s law predicts that if parties A and B form a government together, and party A has 80 
legislative seats, and party B has 40 legislative seats, then party A will receive two-thirds of the 
ministerial portfolios because it provides 80/120 of the government’s legislative seats, and party 
B will receive one-third of the ministerial portfolios because it provides 40/120 of the 
government’s legislative seats. But what is the empirical evidence in support of Gamson’s law?

In Figure 12.2, we plot the share of cabinet portfolios controlled by a government party 
against its share of the government’s legislative seats, using data from fourteen Western 
European countries from 1945 to 2000. It should be immediately obvious that there is a 
strong positive relationship between the share of seats that a party contributes to a 
government’s legislative seat total and the share of portfolios that it controls. This positive 
relationship, which is one of the most robust empirical patterns in all of political science, 
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Note: Based on data from Warwick and Druckman (2006).

Box  12.2




