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Abstract
Recent studies provide evidence that the absence of a no-confidence procedure in presidential systems is
crucial for understanding why the allocation of portfolios does not follow the same pattern in both parliamentary and presidential democracies. In this study, I argue that distinctions within presidential systems must be used to explain the substantial variation in the allocation of portfolios to presidential
parties. I theorize that when the president is more dependent upon the legislature to make and enact policies, the balance of power in presidential cabinets is more likely to reflect the balance of power in the
legislature. In this case, the presidential cabinet can resemble the proportional cabinets usually formed
in parliamentary systems. With new data from 20 presidential democracies worldwide spanning more
than 70 years, the results support the expectation of a greater formateur’s advantage when presidents
have greater institutionally-granted powers to influence the policy agenda in the legislature.
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The allocation of ministerial posts (portfolios) is the main outcome of the government formation
process, and central to what “to govern” means (Laver and Shepsle, 1996; Martínez-Gallardo, 2010;
Golder, 2015). Portfolios provide office benefits (e.g., patronage, perks, and control of budgets) to
the party that holds them and also influence the overall direction of government policy, who formulates it, and the way the policy will be implemented. These payoffs represent the bottom line of
the executive political process in coalition governments, and the understanding of their distribution
can elucidate who gets to govern, and how governments formulate and enact their policies.
In parliamentary systems, there is evidence that among the parties that enter into a government together, cabinet portfolios are roughly allocated in proportion to the number of seats
each party brings to the coalition (Schofield and Laver, 1985; Laver and Schofield, 1990; Laver
et al., 2011; Falcó-Gimeno and Indridason, 2013; Bergman et al., 2015).1 Given the absence of
the vote of no confidence in presidential systems, formateur parties in presidential democracies
are not reliant on their coalition partners for their continued survival in office. As a result,
scholars suggest that the distribution of portfolios in presidential systems should occur in a disproportional fashion (Amorim Neto, 2006a,b; Ariotti and Golder, 2018). The expectation of a
1
The positive relationship between the share of legislative seats a governing party contributes to the coalition and its share
of portfolios is not perfect. Studies on parliamentary systems reveal deviations from the one-to-one proportionality
(see Browne and Franklin, 1973; Golder and Thomas, 2014).
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higher share of portfolios for the president’s party has been supported in the literature and
defined as the formateur’s advantage or the formateur’s bonus (Altman, 2000; Amorim Neto
and Samuels, 2010; Ariotti and Golder, 2018; Chaisty et al., 2018).
In this study, I show that while the president’s party does typically receive more portfolios than
predicted by their seat share contribution on average, there is significant variation in the size of
the portfolio share held by the formateur’s party in presidential systems. I then develop a theory
to explain when a greater formateur’s advantage can be expected within presidential democracies,
providing a more-nuanced comparison between the dependence of the executive upon the
legislature in parliamentary and presidential forms of government.
Because they depend on a legislative majority to survive and to legislate, prime ministers are
more dependent upon the legislature than presidents. However, the absence of a no-confidence
constraint in presidential systems does not make presidents less dependent on the legislature to
make and enact policies. The need for all executives to make policies means that all presidents are
dependent upon the legislature to some degree. The degree of the ability of the president to shape
the legislative agenda has clear implications on how governments are formed, and when presidential cabinets will look similar to parliamentary cabinets. Presidents form coalitions—i.e., allowing
other parties to control portfolios—when they need support from other parties to accomplish
their legislative goals. Therefore, the greater the power of the presidents to influence the policy
agenda in the legislature, the less they will relinquish control of portfolios. As a result, there
will be a correlation between president’s policy-making powers and the size of the formateur’s
advantage. The empirical implication is that when presidents have greater institutionally-granted
policy-making powers, a greater formateur’s advantage should be observed.
The theoretical framework here advanced is based on an existing general argument about the
distribution of portfolios by the president in exchange for agenda-setting power in the legislative
process (for instance, see Shugart and Carey, 1992; Mainwaring and Shugart, 1997; Amorim
Neto, 2006b; Amorim Neto and Samuels, 2010; Alemán and Tsebelis, 2011; Kellam, 2015).
Yet, in this study, this argument is tested in a new way, identifying, for the first time in the
study of coalition governments in presidential democracies, the direction of the proportionality
deviation—i.e., whether to the president’s party benefit or not.
As supported by the results from new data on government formation in 20 presidential systems
over 73 years (1946–2019), if the president is more dependent upon the legislature to make and
enact policies, the balance of power in presidential cabinets is more likely to reflect the balance
of power in the legislature. In this case, the presidential cabinet can be very similar to the proportional cabinets usually formed in parliamentary systems. However, when institutional provisions
allow some presidents greater leeway in making and enacting policies, then a more disproportional
distribution of portfolios to the benefit of the president’s party—a formateur’s advantage—is
expected. The findings of this study enhance our understanding on when and why we should expect
similarities and differences in coalition dynamics between presidential and parliamentary democracies, and in particular the dynamics of coalition formation within presidential systems.

1 Portfolio allocation in parliamentary and presidential democracies
It is frequently the case in multiparty systems that no single party holds an absolute majority of
seats in the national legislature. This circumstance usually compels heads of government to form
a coalition in order to govern effectively. This inevitably involves horse trading between elites to
determine how the government will be formed and which portfolios will be allocated to those
parties that comprise the coalition.2
2
The use of the term coalition in this study refers to government coalition and not legislative coalition. A coalition government is composed of the formateur’s political party—i.e., the party that forms the government—and all parties that accept
the ministerial posts offered by the formateur, whether these parties support the government in the legislature or not.
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Heads of government distribute ministerial portfolios across parties in exchange for legislative
support. Legislative parties value portfolios, either because of their intrinsic benefits (e.g., access
to office perks and patronage) or because portfolios provide the opportunity to shape the policy
agenda of the government.
In parliamentary systems, the formateur of the coalition government most often comes from the
largest party in the legislature and generally becomes the new head of government (e.g., prime minister) if the formation succeeds. Because the prime minister depends on legislative parties for her
government’s survival, the prime minister cannot afford to ignore the preferences of the parties that
will comprise the government (Amorim Neto and Samuels, 2010). Ignoring these preferences could
result in a legislative majority removing the government from office by passing a vote of no confidence. If this happens, neither the formateur’s party nor the parties that comprise the new legislative
majority can be confident of a greater seat share in the next government formation attempt.
Therefore, the presence of the vote of no confidence in parliamentary systems deters the formateur
from forming a cabinet too disproportional in her party’s favor (Golder and Thomas, 2014).
From the absence of the vote of no confidence in presidential systems, formateur parties are not
reliant on their coalition partners for their continued survival in office. As a result, scholars suggest
that formateurs in presidential systems will value the contribution of the legislative seats of their
coalition partners to the government less than would be the case in parliamentary systems (Ariotti
and Golder, 2018). This means that non-formateur parties cannot expect the offers they receive to
be as generous from presidential formateurs as from prime ministerial formateurs. It follows that
formateur parties should receive a higher share of portfolios, relative to their legislative size, in
presidential systems than in parliamentary systems (Amorim Neto and Samuels, 2010;
Indridason, 2015). As a consequence, while we should expect a proportional distribution of portfolios in parliamentary systems, in presidential systems we should observe a disproportional distribution to the benefit of the formateur’s party. The literature already reveals a bonus in the
portfolio share for the president’s party on average (Altman, 2000; Amorim Neto and Samuels,
2010; Indridason, 2015; Ariotti and Golder, 2018). Yet, as I demonstrate below, there is a substantial variation in the allocation of portfolios to presidential parties to be explained.
Figure 1 depicts the variation in the allocation of portfolios in parliamentary and presidential
democracies, identifying the formateur’s party. Each dot in Figure 1 represents a party that ended
up in the coalition government, with solid dots identifying the formateur’s party. Observations
located on the 45-degree dashed line (i.e., a perfect proportionality or Gamson’s Law) are parties
that received a proportional share of portfolios based on their seat share contribution to the coalition.
Observations above the dashed line are parties that received more portfolios than expected based on
the number of legislative seats they contribute to the coalition, while parties below the dashed line are
parties that received less portfolios than expected based on their number of legislative seats.3
Comparing the plots of Figure 1, it is noteworthy that seat share contribution accounts for
much more of the variation of portfolio share in parliamentary systems than in presidential systems. The higher variation of the solid black dots identifying the formateur’s party above and
below the Gamson’s Law line in Figure 1b suggests that something else, besides seat share contribution, could explain the variance in portfolio share in presidential democracies.
Building on existing arguments about the effect of presidential institutional powers on the formation and composition of executive cabinets (Shugart and Carey, 1992; Mainwaring and Shugart,
1997; Amorim Neto, 2006b; Amorim Neto and Samuels, 2010; Alemán and Tsebelis, 2011; Kellam,
2015), in the next section I theorize that the extent to which the president controls the legislative
3
Figure 1a was produced using Warwick and Druckman’s data (Warwick and Druckman, 2006), comprising 807 observations at the coalition party level as the unit of analysis, from cabinets formed across 14 European countries from 1945 to 2000.
Figure 1b was produced using new data at the coalition party level as well from 20 presidential cabinets formed over more
than 70 years (1946–2019), comprising 656 observations. The full tests for Gamson’s Law in parliamentary and presidential
democracies are presented in Appendix A. See Appendix B for a detailed description of the data for presidential systems.
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Figure 1. Proportionality in portfolio allocation in parliamentary and presidential systems, (a) parliamentary systems, (b)
presidential systems.
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process is a crucial factor to understanding the variation in the allocation of portfolios to presidential parties. I then demonstrate it identifying the direction of the proportionality deviation, for
example, whether to the president’s party benefit or to junior partners of the coalition.

2 Explaining the formateur’s advantage within presidential democracies
In both parliamentary and presidential forms of government, chief executives seek to endure in
office (and to reap the political benefits that come from controlling ministries), and to legislate
(i.e., to influence the policy agenda). In parliamentary systems, coalition formation by the formateur has a direct effect on survival, through the no-confidence procedure (no-confidence constraint), and a direct effect on policy through coalition parties’ commitment to vote for the
agenda of the government (legislative constraint). In presidential systems, however, coalition formation can affect policy but not the survival of the government (at least not directly).
While in parliamentary systems, the government usually exerts control over legislation, in
presidential systems, the policy-making powers of the president can vary significantly (Shugart
and Carey, 1992; Alemán and Schwartz, 2006; Cheibub, 2007). Presidents have a greater or lesser
influence on policy, conditional on how dependent they are on the legislature to make and enact
policies. This dependence relies on presidents’ policy-making powers granted by constitutions.4
The bargaining process between the president and the legislature around a coalition formation,
therefore, depends on institutional arrangements that define the balance of power between the
president and legislative parties and their abilities to influence the policy agenda. The greater
the president’s policy-making powers, the less dependent the president is on the legislature to
legislate (the smaller the legislative constraint), and the greater the president’s ability to shape
the legislative agenda. Consequently, this leads to a greater presidential control over resources
and benefits of office, allowing presidents to control a higher share of portfolios than the
share of legislative seats her party contributes to the coalition. Otherwise, the greater the legislative constraint experienced by the president, more dependent is the president upon the legislature
4
Studies on coalition governance in presidential systems highlight the effect of presidential policy-making powers—such as
decree powers, the president’s exclusive power to introduce legislation in certain areas, veto powers, and urgency requests—on
shaping the time and agenda-setting of the legislative branch (Figueiredo and Limongi, 1999, 2000; Shugart and Haggard,
2001; Colomer and Negretto, 2003; Freitas, 2016).
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to legislate and have her policies approved. Under this context, we should see a more proportional
distribution of portfolios (as we commonly see in parliamentary systems), i.e., a distribution of
power within the executive cabinet that resembles the distribution of power within the legislature.
According to the theory here advanced, a greater share of portfolios controlled by presidential
parties should be observed in countries where, ceteris paribus, presidents have a greater opportunity
to influence the policy agenda in the legislature. The greater the policy-making powers of the presidents, the less dependent they are on the legislature to legislate, and the less they will relinquish
control of portfolios. As a result, the empirical implication to be tested in this study is: the greater
the president’s policy-making powers, the greater the president’s party portfolio share.

3 Empirical strategy
The unit of analysis in this study is the coalition party5 annually considered. The empirical
analyses were conducted using new data from 20 presidential multiparty democracies worldwide.6
The data comprise a total of 117 unique coalition parties (among those, 48 unique presidential
parties), spanning over 73 years (1946–2019).7
The dependent variable—portfolio share—captures the distribution of cabinet portfolios
among the parties that comprise the coalition government. Thus, this variable indicates the percentage of portfolios coalition parties (i.e., either the formateur or junior parties) receive from the
total number of portfolios available.8
The main independent variable in the analysis—presidential power—captures the institutional
strength of the executive authority, as developed by Doyle and Elgie (2014). The literature is prolific on measuring presidential power, and there are well-known problems with each of these
measurements (Fortin, 2012). To maximize the reliability of presidential power measurement,
Doyle and Elgie (2014) generated a time-series cross-sectional dataset of presidential power scores
with country years as the unit of observation, based on 28 existing measures in the literature. This
is the most comprehensive measurement of presidential power (both in terms of countries and
years covered), and using a single index leveraging the reliability of other existing indices help
us avoid empirical results that would be too sensitive for the particular measure that is used.
The presidential power scores range from 0 to 1 in separate time periods following constitutional
changes of a country’s presidential powers. Greater values of the index indicate that the presidency is a powerful actor within the decision-making and legislative-making processes of the
country.9 Based on the empirical implication to be tested in this study, a greater formateur’s
advantage is expected as presidential power increases.
To capture the effect of presidential power on the portfolio share held by the formateur, an
interactive term between formateur and presidential power should be added to the model
5
A coalition government is composed of the formateur’s political party (which is always the presidential party in presidential systems) and all parties that accept the ministerial posts offered by the formateur. Hence, a coalition party is defined
according to whether a party holds a cabinet membership—that is, if the party controls at least one portfolio.
6
The dataset was constructed by the author from several sources. A detailed description of the data is presented in
Appendix B of the Supplementary Material. The author would like to thank Marcelo Camerlo for generously sharing his
ministerial composition data for Latin American democracies.
7
Only coalition governments were considered in the analyses, and following Cheibub et al. (2010) and Bjørnskov and Rode
(2020), only democratic periods were considered. The countries and years covered in the analyses are: Argentina (2000–
2002), Bolivia (1985–2002), Brazil (1946–1962, 1986–2019), Burundi (2005–2010), Chile (1990–2018), Colombia (1978–
2018), Ecuador (1984–2004), El Salvador (2000–2014), Ghana (2001), Honduras (1982–2010), Indonesia (2005–2013),
Kenya (2003–2014), Malawi (1994–2014), Panama (1995–2014), Paraguay (1999–2012), Peru (1980–1990, 2001–2010),
Philippines (2007–2010), Sierra Leone (2008–2010), Uruguay (1985–2004), and Venezuela (1961–2002).
8
Descriptive statistics are presented in Appendix C of the Supplementary Material.
9
The distribution of the variable presidential power across the cases is presented in Appendix D. The weakest executive
authority in the sample is the Indonesian presidency, with a score of 0.03 based on the current Indonesian constitution
enacted in 1945, and its amendments post-Suharto era (1966–1998). The strongest executive authority in the sample is
the Kenyan presidency, with a score of 0.62, based on the country’s current constitution, enacted in 2010.
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Figure 2. The effect of presidential powers on the formateur’s portfolio share. (a) Estimates and confidence intervals. (b)
Marginal effects. Notes: Dependent variable: portfolio share. Model specified with country and year fixed-effects. 95% confidence level. A full regression report can be viewed in Model 3 of Table E.1 in the Supplementary Material.

specification. The formateur’s party is identified by a dichotomous variable—formateur—assuming the value of 1 for the formateur’s (or president’s) party, and the value of 0 otherwise. The
variable seat share contribution indicates the percentage of legislative seats coalition parties contribute to the total number of legislative seats held by the government’s coalition, when the cabinet is appointed by the formateur.
Two control variables are included in the regression models to account for possible confounders and to isolate the effect of presidential power. First, a dummy for electoral year is added based
on the empirical expectation that as the next election approaches, parties have fewer incentives to
join or remain in the government, and therefore cabinet termination should be more likely
(Chasquetti, 1999; Altman, 2000; Alemán and Tsebelis, 2011). Second, presidential majority indicates whether the president’s party alone holds the majority of seats in the legislature. Presidential
minority situations in the legislature immediately after the elections exert a strong pressure on the
president to form a coalition government (Cheibub, 2007).

4 Empirical analysis: results and interpretation
Figure 2 presents the results for the main empirical implication tested in this study, i.e., the
greater the presidential power, the greater the portfolio share of the president’s party.
Controlling for electoral year and presidential majority, the results support this empirical expectation. As depicted in Figure 2a, the estimate for the interactive term between presidential power
and formateur is positive and statistically significant at level 0.05, indicating that the greater the
institutional powers of the president, the greater the formateur’s portfolio share. In substantive
terms, on average and holding the control variables constant, a country with a strong president
(in terms of institutional executive prerogatives) leads to a bonus of approximately 23 percent of
the portfolios available to the benefit of the president’s party. Seat share contribution is still a
strong predictor for portfolio share, and it is far from a one-to-one proportionality.
We can also highlight the main result of this study, considering the changes in the effect of
formateur on portfolio share conditional on the variation of the presidential power. As we can
see in Figure 2b depicting this marginal effect, the effect of formateur on portfolio share increases
as the presidential power increases. Therefore, the stronger the institutional powers of the
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president, the greater the effect of formateur on portfolio share. Considering the range of presidential power in the sample (from 0.03 [the weakest presidency] to 0.61 [the strongest presidency]), the president’s party receives a bonus of approximately 10 percent of the portfolios
available when we move from the weakest presidency to the strongest presidency; from a
bonus of 10 percent (from being the formateur’s party with weak institutional powers) to a
bonus of approximately 23 percent (from being the formateur’s party with strong institutional
powers).
4.1 Robustness checks

https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2022.20 Published online by Cambridge University Press

The results provide support for the theory advanced in this study. On average, and controlling for
possible confounders, a greater bonus of portfolio share to the president’s party is found in those
countries in which the president is less dependent on the legislature, and has a greater opportunity to formulate, influence, and enact her policy agenda, i.e., presidents that are constitutionally
empowered with greater policy-making powers. To further evaluate the consistency of this finding, I conduct several robustness checks, including the impact of salient portfolios on this result.10
To identify the effect of extreme values of my measurement of presidential power on the estimates of my model, a robustness test removing one country at a time in the analysis is presented
in Appendix G of the Supplementary Material. Although in the expected positive direction, the
estimate for the interactive term between formateur and presidential power is not statistically significant at conventional levels when Indonesia (the case with the weakest presidency in my sample, with a score of 0.03 in presidential power) is removed.11
The estimates for the models weighting for the salience of the ministry of finance—considered
the most-important ministerial post to be allocated by presidents in presidential democracies
(Martínez-Gallardo, 2010; Batista, 2017)—suggest that strong presidents might have an advantage
in the allocation of portfolios that is not only quantitative, but also qualitative (i.e., controlling the
most-important portfolios). However, as indicated by the overlapping confidence intervals (at
level 0.05), this result is far from conclusive and worthy of exploration in future research.12

5 Conclusion
A stable finding in the studies of coalition formation in presidential systems asserts that the
absence of a dissolution constraint in presidential democracies leads to the expectation of a formateur’s advantage in the allocation of portfolios. I provide empirical evidence of a substantial
variation in the allocation of portfolios to presidential parties, and advance a theory for this variation that is consistent with this expectation but also makes novel predictions.
While the president’s party receives, on average, more portfolios than predicted by their seat
share contribution, in this study I demonstrate with theory and data that the variation we see in
the formateur’s advantage can be explained by the trade-off between the president’s desire to control as many portfolios as possible, and her desire to legislate and influence policy. When the
president is less dependent on the legislature to formulate and enact her policies, she relinquishes
10
The results from benchmark models (without controls), with or without country, year and government fixed-effects specifications are presented in Appendix E, and indicate a consistent finding with a positive and significant estimate (at level
0.05) for the interactive term between formateur and presidential power in all models (see Table E.1 in the Supplementary
Material). As a further robustness check, I also conduct my original models keeping single-party governments in the data
set and adding a control variable identifying this type of government. The results of this test are consistent with the main
model’s results presented in Figure 2 (see Table F.1 in the Supplementary Material).
11
This issue is considered in Appendix G. Building on Neumayer and Plümper (2017), consistent tests for the estimation of
my model on account of influential observations (e.g., computing influence statistics and robust regression [see, Li, 1985; Fox,
1997; Andersen, 2008]), reinforce the validity and consistency of my results. Nevertheless, the fact that the main finding of
this study is weakened by the removal of a case with an extremely weak presidency makes the assessment of possible nonlinear relationships worthy of future investigation. I thank an anonymous reviewer for bringing this issue to my attention.
12
The results for this test are presented in Figure H.1 of the Supplementary Material.
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less control of portfolios to other members of the coalition. As a consequence, presidents with
greater institutionally-granted powers to influence the policy agenda in the legislature hold, on
average, more portfolios than the share of legislative seats their parties contribute to the coalition.
Still, the balance of power in presidential cabinets can reflect the balance of power in the legislature when the head of government is more dependent on the legislature to legislate. In this case,
the presidential cabinet can be very similar to the proportional cabinets usually formed in parliamentary systems.
By conceiving the dependence of the president on the legislature as a continuous variable that
varies with the president’s ability to make and enact policy in the legislature, this study enhances
our understanding of key aspects of executive-legislative relations in different systems of government, and, particularly, when and why we should expect similarities across presidential and parliamentary democracies with regards to coalition government formation. This study also
highlights that while there are important differences between presidential and parliamentary systems, a unified framework can lead to a prolific research agenda.
Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2022.20.
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