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a relatively strong impact over the allocation of cabinet seats in parliamentary systems, this 
is not 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 that they need to stay in power. As we 
saw earlier, it is for precisely the same reason that prime ministers tend to allocate cabinet 
seats in proportion to the seats each party provides to the government coalition. Recall 
that this was the basis for Gamson’s law. Because presidents do not depend on having a 
legislative majority to stay in office, they do not have to negotiate with political parties to 
the same extent as prime ministers. As a result, they are much freer to vary both the par-
tisan nature and the proportionality of their cabinets. The policy positions and types of 
parties in the legislature also affect the degree of flexibility that presidents have in making 
cabinet appointments. Kellam (2015) distinguishes between programmatic parties that 
have strong policy interests and particularistic or clientelistic parties that simply want 
resources for their supporters. She finds that presidents who need support to pass their 
legislation tend to form coalition governments when confronted with programmatic par-
ties, but they head minority cabinets and use government transfers when confronted with 
particularistic parties.

On the whole, presidential democracies have fewer partisan ministers and lower cabinet 
proportionality than parliamentary ones. Some presidential cabinets, however, look more 
like parliamentary ones than others. This is because of the variation in the legislative powers 
of presidents that we mentioned earlier. Presidents can choose to achieve their policy goals 
either through the legislature or through decrees. Those presidents who have relatively weak 
decree power, whose parties in the legislature are quite small and whose parties exhibit low 
levels of party discipline, appoint cabinets that look more like those found in parliamentary 
democracies—more partisan ministers and a more proportional allocation of cabinet port-
folios—because they rely on winning the support of opposition parties to pass their policies. 
As Table 12.10 illustrates, there is considerable variation in the extent to which presidents 
appoint partisan and proportional cabinets. Cabinets tend to be very partisan and highly 
proportional in countries like Costa Rica, Mexico, and the United States but much less so in 
countries like Brazil, Peru, and Venezuela. Amorim Neto (2006) has shown that this 

Government Composition in Presidential and 
Parliamentary DemocraciesTable 12.9

Democratic system
Average percentage  

of nonpartisan ministers
Average proportionality  

of cabinet portfolio allocation

Parliamentary 2.12 0.90

Presidential 29.17 0.65

Notes: Numbers are based on data from Amorim Neto and Samuels (2006). Proportionality is measured from 0 to 1, 
with 1 being perfect proportionality.




