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Abstract

Do parties relegate female ministers to portfolios that are politically less important for them? This research
note contributes to this debate and examines whether the issue salience of parties for specific policy areas
has an effect on the nomination of a female minister. Previous theoretical work assumes that party leaders
will be more likely to select men for those portfolios that are highly salient for the party. To test this
assumption empirically, the paper analyzes the appointment of women cabinet members in the
German states between 2006 and 2021. Notably, the findings contradict the theoretical expectations as
well as previous empirical results from a cross-national study: On the German sub-national level the nomi-
nation of a female minister is more likely if the respective portfolio is highly salient for the governing party.
Parties and their policy-preferences seem to be an important factor in explaining the share of women in
sub-national cabinets.

Keywords: female ministers; salience; parties; feminist institutionalism

Introduction

While the share of women in the executive branch of government has steadily increased over the
last decades and the recent formation of ‘parity cabinets’ in Canada (Trudeau) and Spain
(Sanchez) has attracted much attention in the media, this positive trend masks an important prob-
lem: The selection of women to cabinet positions is not gender neutral and, consequently, a higher
number of female ministers does not reveal anything about the types of portfolios that women
receive (Baumann et al., 2019; Goddard, 2019, 2021). Previous research has, for example, shown
that women are disproportionally relegated to less prestigious ministries as well as to portfolios
responsible for ‘soft’ or feminine’ policy areas like education, culture or women’s affairs (Escobar-
Lemmon and Taylor-Robinson, 2005; Krook and O’Brien, 2012; Kroeber and Hiiffelmann, 2022).
Thus, despite the growing number of female ministers, women are mostly excluded from the most
powerful and prominent cabinet posts within the ‘inner cabinet’ (Davis, 1997) that would provide
them with more influence on important policy decisions of the government as well as with more
resources and public visibility.! However, this pattern has started to change and, while still not
being the norm, women’s appointments to prestigious portfolios have increased substantially over
the last three decades. According to Barnes and Taylor-Robinson (2018), as of 2016, 131 women

'High-prestige portfolios typically include Defense, Finance, Internal Affairs, and Foreign Affairs (Krook and O’Brien
2012).
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received appointments to the finance ministry and almost 200 women held the foreign affairs
portfolio. Barnes and O’Brien (2018) find that women even gain increasing access to the defense
ministry, which in the past has been characterized as one of the most ‘masculine’ cabinet positions.

The overall prestige of a ministry, however, is only one factor in the gendered selection of cabi-
net members. By mainly focusing on system-level explanations, previous studies tend to neglect
one of the most important actors in the appointment of ministers: political parties. Despite the
positive effect of left-wing parties, we still know very little about the influence of party-level factors
on the recruitment of women to cabinet (Annesley, 2015; Goddard, 2021).

Therefore, this study moves beyond the influence of the general prestige of a ministry and ana-
lyzes whether the importance that individual parties attach to specific ministries affects their like-
lihood to appoint a female minister. Previous research has shown that some portfolios are
particularly salient for certain parties because these specific policy areas are highly important
for them and their voters (Brauninger et al., 2020). For example, the environmental portfolio
is highly salient for Green Parties, even though it is generally not considered as one of the most
prestigious or powerful ministries. If we want to assess the opportunities of women to influence
public policy, it is therefore not enough to solely look at their mere presence in cabinet or at the
overall prestige of the portfolios they receive. Beyond that, it is important to analyze whether
women are also appointed to those portfolios that are particularly salient for their respective par-
ties. Thus, taking these party-specific factors into consideration provides an important extension
to previous studies.

A recent study by Goddard (2019) provides a first step in addressing this gap. She analyzes the
appointment of women cabinet members across 29 European states between the late 1980s and
2014. On a theoretical level, Goddard expects that women are often excluded from close party
networks that form the main pool of potential candidates for the most powerful and important
political positions. Thus, party leaders will be more likely to select men for those portfolios that are
highly salient for the party. In line with these expectations, her results show that women are sig-
nificantly less likely to head a ministry if the associated policy area is salient to the party.

This research note contributes to this debate and analyzes the appointment of women cabinet
members on the sub-national level in the German states between 2006 and 2021. Quite surpris-
ingly, the findings contradict the theoretical expectations as well as Goddard’s (2019) empirical
results: The analysis shows that the nomination of a female minister is more likely if the respective
portfolio is highly salient for the governing party. Thus, the value-added of this note is twofold.
First, the explicit analysis of parties and issue salience makes an important contribution to the
growing body of literature on the political and institutional factors affecting the appointment
of women cabinet ministers. Second, the analysis of the sub-national level in Germany expands
the geographical scope to the sub-national level and provides alternative and unexpected empirical
findings. The results present a novel perspective on existing research, add an interesting contri-
bution to the scholarly debate about women in cabinets, and hopefully encourage further studies
and debate about the places and conditions affecting women’s appointments to highly-salient cab-
inet posts.

How issue salience affects the appointment of women cabinet members

New institutionalist approaches assume that processes within distinct political arenas are struc-
tured by a set of formal rules, informal rules, and ideational norms (e.g. Hall and Taylor, 1996).
More recently, gender scholars have developed a feminist variant of institutionalism which high-
lights how these ‘rules of the game’ can affect men and women differently and, as a consequence,
how power in political systems can be unevenly distributed between the two sexes (Krook and
Mackay, 2011; Chappell and Waylen, 2013). This also applies to the selection and appointment
of ministers. Since the selection of ministers typically takes place behind closed doors, is made by a
small set of the party elite and often lacks formal rules or criteria about who qualifies as a potential
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minister, feminist institutionalism has pointed to the importance of informal practices and selec-
tion criteria.

Previous research highlights that these informal rules and practices are likely to benefit the
advancement of male potential ministers (Annesley, 2015; Bjarnegard and Kenny, 2016; Verge
and Claveria, 2016): To minimize the risk of adverse selection and agency loss of future ministers,
party elites tend to select candidates that are members of their close networks and who have dem-
onstrated trustworthiness and loyalty to the party in the past (Bjarnegird and Kenny, 2016;
Annesley et al., 2019). Due to their historical exclusion from politics and parties, women, however,
only have limited access to these networks and are often seen as ‘outsiders’ by the party elites that
heavily influence the recruitment process (Verge and Claveria, 2016).

To support this point, Bjarnegard and Kenny (2016: 385) point out that ‘trust is often homo-
social, in the sense that we often perceive that we can trust people of the same sex as ourselves. We
tend to trust people whom we perceive we can predict, and prediction is easier when we think we
see ourselves in other people’. This ‘homosocial reproduction” (Bjarnegard 2013) implies that
elites tend to reproduce themselves and that (mostly) male party elites are more likely to nominate
other men for a ministerial post (Cheng and Tavits, 2011). These informal networks of trust
become particularly important for parties when appointing ministers to their highly salient port-
folios. Because these offices are so important for the parties, they want to minimize the risk of an
adverse selection and will therefore allocate these posts to a trusted member of the inner circle of
the party. Due to the limited access of women to these close-knit networks of the party, they will be
less likely to be appointed as minister for a highly salient ministry and, rather, be relegated to
portfolios that are of less importance to the party (Goddard, 2019).

These assumptions are supported by the psychological literature on gender and leadership.
According to Eagly and Karau’s (2002) ‘role congruity theory’, stereotypes and informal rules
about the appropriate and acceptable gendered behavior produce distinct roles for male and
female politicians which then prescribe how women and men should behave in specific situations.
Whereas men are typically seen as dominant, controlling and are expected to be ‘prone to act as a
leader’, women are stereotypically characterized as helpful, nurturing and sensitive (Eagly and
Karau, 2002: 574). Therefore, role congruity theory predicts that women in leadership positions
will be confronted with prejudice and hostility due to the dissimilarities between the typical
expectations that people have about women and their ideal type of a leader (Baumann et al.,
2019). Thus, parties are more likely to choose men than women as the ‘appropriate’ leaders of
their most salient ministries and relegate women to those policy fields that are less important
for the party.

Hypothesis: If the salience for a portfolio increases, the likelihood that parties appoint a female
minister decreases.

Methods and data: new evidence on the appointment of women to salient ministries

The empirical part of the paper analyzes the appointment of women to sub-national cabinets in
the German federal states between 2006 and 2021.2 In comparison to Goddard’s (2019) cross-
national study, analyzing female ministers on the sub-national level is a promising approach
for at least two reasons. First, due to a high similarity in their political systems and institutional
structures, the German states largely correspond to a most-similar systems design (see Raabe and
Linhart, 2014).> Thus, we can analyze the effect of issue salience while keeping the biasing

“For each state, the period of investigation starts with the first government newly elected in or after 2006. Online Appendix
A1 provides an overview of the time periods and cabinets that are included in the dataset.

3The organizational and political structure of state cabinets is very similar to the German federal government. They consist
of the head of government (Prime Minister) and a certain number of ministers who are responsible for specific policy areas.
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influence of many potential omitted variables to a minimum. Second, the study adds new and
interesting empirical evidence to the growing literature on the appointment of female ministers
which has, until now, only very rarely been studied on the sub-national level (see Hohmann, 2017;
Barnes et al., 2019).

The unit of analysis is an individual ministry in a single legislative period. The dependent var-
iable of the analysis is the sex of the cabinet minister and takes on the value 1 if the minister is a
woman, and 0 in case of a man.* The coding relies on the minister’s first name and, in ambiguous
cases, was verified through a background and image search of the respective person. Information
on the composition of the cabinets could be obtained from the official websites of the state govern-
ments or upon request from the state chancelleries.

The primary independent variable of this study is issue salience. It is measured using quanti-
tative content analyses of parties’ election manifestos and captures the extent to which governing
parties emphasize specific policy areas in their manifestos. Data for this variable come from Raabe
and Linhart (2014) and have been updated to include state cabinets until 2021. To capture issue
salience, different sections of the party manifestos are manually assigned to one of ten policy areas.
Because the ten policy areas used by Raabe and Linhart (2014) do not perfectly map onto the
jurisdictions of the state ministries, saliences attached to the different areas are weighted by
the substantive composition of the ministries. Hence, for each observation in the final data
set, the variable issue salience indicates the percentage of the party platform that the governing
party in control of the ministry relates to the respective portfolio’s jurisdiction.

The analysis controls for potential confounders that affect both the policy salience of ministries
and the proclivity to appoint female ministers. First, I control for the general prestige of a ministry
because previous studies have shown that women are more likely to be appointed to less presti-
gious ministries (see section 2) and that, at the same time, prestigious ministries can positively
affect the salience of parties for these portfolios. Data for this variable are derived from Raabe
and Linhart (2014) who conducted a survey of parties in the German states and asked party lead-
ers to rate all existing ministries according to their prestige on a scale from 0 to 100 (the Prime
Minister (PM) is used as a reference which received the score of 100).

Second, the analysis accounts for the gendered nature of different cabinet portfolios. Previous
studies show that where women are included in the cabinet, they are frequently appointed to min-
istries that are stereotypically labeled as ‘feminine’ or ‘soft’ (Krook and O’Brien, 2012). Following
the definition by Krook and O’Brien (2012: 844ff.), I therefore control for feminine ministries
(dummy variable) that are associated to the private sphere or that are typically linked closely
to women. This comprises ministries responsible for children and youth, education, culture,
elderly, health and care, and women’s affairs.

Third, I control for party ideology. Previous research shows that parties on the left generally
appoint more women cabinet members than right-wing parties (Siaroff, 2000) and that, simulta-
neously, left-wing parties emphasize different issues in their manifestos than their counterparts on
the right (Brauninger et al., 2020). Data on party ideologies are derived from Brauninger et al.
(2020) who locate parties on a single left-right dimension based on Wordscore-analyses of party
manifestos for state elections.

Fourth, the analysis controls for the presence of a fernale PM and a female party leader. O’Brien
et al. (2015) theoretically expect that women in leadership positions might ‘let down the ladder’ to

The number and jurisdictions of ministries vary from state to state. Compared to the federal government, state cabinets are
smaller and usually consist of about ten ministers. Coalition governments comprised of two or three parties are the norm. The
exception is Bavaria with a long tradition of single party governments. Since governments are officially elected by the state
parliament, the term length of cabinets generally corresponds to the four- or five-year legislative period of the legislature. As in
many parliamentary systems, cabinet ministers are often elected members of parliament, but can also be recruited from out-
side of parliament (see Freitag and Vatter, 2008).

“If a replacement of a minister during the legislative period leads to a change in the dependent variable (e.g., a male minister
is replaced by a women), the respective ministry is included twice in the analysis.
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other women and select more female ministers than their male counterparts. At the same time the
presence of a female PM or party leader might bring more attention to women’s interests, thereby
influencing the importance that parties devote to these topics. Female Prime Minister and Female
party leader are two dummy variables coded 1 if the PM or, respectively, the leader of the govern-
ing party in control of the ministry is a woman.

Based on similar considerations, I also control for the share of ferale MPs in the party faction
of the governing party in the federal state parliament. Women in parliament serve as one of the
primary recruitment pools for a ministerial office and, thus, increase the intra-party supply of
potential female ministers (Krook and O’Brien, 2012). More women in the party factions can also
exert pressure on the party to represent issues that have been neglected in the past. Since parties on
the state-level do not have official quota regulations for women cabinet members, the share of
female MPs also serves as a proxy for general gender equality norms within a party. Data on
the share of women in party factions was provided from the Federal Returning Officer and from
the respective offices for Parliamentary Documentation of the State Parliaments.

The analysis includes an additional dummy variable to control for cabinets that have been
formed in East Germany since previous research shows that the proportion of women in state
governments in East Germany is significantly lower compared to their counterparts in West
Germany (Hoéhmann, 2017).

Due to the binary structure of the dependent variable, I use logistic regression models to esti-
mate the effect of issue salience on the likelihood of appointing a female minister. All models are
estimated with robust standard errors clustered by cabinet to account for potential dependences
within cabinets due to the limited number of seats at the cabinet table that are given to women. I
also include party fixed effects to control for the possibility that — beyond ideology — some parties
might generally be more inclined to appoint female ministers. Lastly, all models include a linear
time trend (measured by the year in which the government has formed) to control for general
increases in the attention that parties pay to women’s representation.

Results: the effect of issue salience on the appointment of women cabinet members

Descriptively, the results show that women were considerably under-represented in the executives
of the German federal states between 2006 and 2021 (c.f. Hohmann, 2017). Across all states, only
39% of the ministries were headed by a female minister. The highest descriptive representation of
women in the executive can be found in Rhineland-Palatinate where, on average, 58% of the min-
istries have been led by a woman. The states with the lowest average shares of women in executive
cabinets include Saxony (31%) and Saxony-Anhalt (30%). More detailed descriptive evidence on
the proportion of female ministers across states and ministries can be found in the Appendices A2
and A3.

To test the effect of issue salience on the appointment of a female minister, I estimate four
different logit regressions. The results are shown in Table 1. Model 1 contains the basic specifica-
tion discussed above. Model 2 is generally similar to Model 1, but includes additional fixed effects
for the states. Models 3 and 4 additionally control for the seat share of a party in parliament and
for the total number of ministries that a party receives.” All coefficients are presented as log-odds
with robust standard errors clustered by governments.

The results from Model 1 show that - against the theoretical expectations - issue salience has a
significant positive effect on the appointment of a female minister. This means that parties in the

SThese variables may have an impact on the likelihood of appointing a female minister, but are theoretically unrelated to the
main independent variable.
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Table 1. The effect of issue salience on the appointment of a female minister

Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Salience 6.88*** 7.14*** 6.86*** 7.12%**
(1.38) (1.48) (1.38) (1.48)
Prestige of ministry —-0.01 -0.01 —-0.01 -0.01
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Feminine ministry —0.02 0.01 —0.02 0.01
(0.30) (0.33) (0.30) (0.33)
Party ideology -0.11 —-0.16 -0.11 -0.17
(0.07) (0.15) (0.08) (0.15)
Female Prime Minister 0.24 —0.05 0.23 —0.08
(0.17) (0.40) (0.17) (0.40)
Female party leader —0.34** —0.12 —0.34** —0.05
(0.16) (0.40) (0.17) (0.41)
Female MPs (share in PPG) 1.33 1.30 1.35 1.19
(0.87) (2.14) (0.93) (2.24)
East Germany —0.11 —0.14
(0.12) (0.14)
Seats in parliament —0.48 -1.73
(1.00) (2.28)
No. ministries 0.01 0.05
(0.05) (0.13)
Party fixed effects v v v v
Year (linear time trend) v v v v
State fixed effects v v
Constant ~76.84" —82.52 -73.51° —65.93
(41.04) (74.14) (40.44) (79.05)
N 442 442 442 442
Log-pseudolikelihood —266.45 —261.33 —266.41 —261.03
Pseudo R? 0.10 0.12 0.10 0.12

Notes: Logit regression. Dependent variable: Dummy variable coded 1 if a portfolio is headed by a woman. Standard errors (in parentheses)
are clustered by governments.*P < 0.10;

**P < 0.05;

***P < 0.001.

German states are more likely to nominate a woman for a ministerial post if the respective policy
area is highly salient for them.®

Since a substantial interpretation of the log-odds is not very intuitive, I estimate the predicted
probabilities to assess the actual effect size of issue salience.” The predictions in Figure 1 show that
the probability of appointing a female minister is slightly below 20% if a ministry is not salient at
all for a party. If the salience for a specific portfolio rises, the likelihood of observing a woman at
the top of this ministry increases steadily: If parties spend 15% of their manifesto on a specific
policy issue (which corresponds to the mean salience score),® the predicted probability for a female
minister reaches 40% and further increases to 79% until issue salience reaches its maximum value
that can be observed in the dataset (43%). The additional model specifications in Table 1 show that
this strong positive effect remains unaltered if I include fixed effects for the states as well as addi-
tional control variables into the analysis.

As a further robustness check, I test whether the positive effect might be driven by a correlation
between salience and stereotypically feminine ministries. In fact, as can be seen in Figure A4 in the
Appendix, government parties on the German sub-national level particularly emphasize social
welfare policies in their manifestos. The most salient policy areas are ‘Social Policy’, including
the portfolios for women’s affairs, senior citizens, youth, children, and family as well as

SSince the analysis is factor-centric, the presentation of the results focuses on the effect of the main independent variable
and does not discuss the coefficients of the control variables.

7All other variables enter the estimation with their empirically observed values.

8Appendix A4 gives an overview of the issue salience that government parties on average attach to different portfolios.
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Pred. prob. female minister

T T T T T T T T T T

0 .05 A .15 2 .25 3 .35 4 45
Salience

Figure 1. The effect of issue salience on the appointment of a female minister, predicted probabilities (with 95% Cls).
Note: Estimates based on Model 1 from Table 1. All other variables enter the model with their empirically observed values.

‘Labor’. Since these portfolios are also often considered to be stereotypically feminine, this might
be the main reason why women enjoy greater access to highly salient ministries on the
sub-national level. Therefore, I re-run the main models of the analysis and exclude all ministries
responsible for social and labor policies. The results in Table A5 in the Appendix demonstrate that
the findings remain unchanged. Salience still has a significant and substantially important positive
effect on the appointment of a female minister.

Conclusion

Do parties relegate female ministers to portfolios that are politically less important for them? This
research note contributes to this debate and analyzes whether the issue salience for a specific pol-
icy area affects the likelihood of parties to appoint a female minister. For the national level, a
recent study by Goddard (2019) finds a negative effect, meaning that appointed ministers are less
likely to be female if the portfolio is of high salience to the party. This note presents new empirical
evidence and studies the appointment of female ministers on the sub-national level in Germany.
Quite surprisingly, the results show that parties are actually getting more likely to appoint a
woman as minister if the policy field of a portfolio is especially relevant for the party. This finding
is quite remarkable since it clearly contradicts the theoretical assumptions from previous studies as
well as the negative empirical results from Goddard (2019). The analysis demonstrates that in the
German states women are not relegated to those ministries that are less important for their parties,
thereby corroborating the optimistic claim that women are more and more able to erode the old
patterns of male dominance in the executive arena, reduce stereotypical beliefs about gender and
leadership roles in politics, and to gain access to the most influential and powerful positions in the
cabinet (Barnes and O’Brien, 2018).

To what extent are these positive developments generalizable to other countries or settings?
Most of the German states are rather progressive in terms of the general representation of women
in politics and many regional parties are committed to promote gender equality with their political
recruitments (c.f. Annesley et al, 2019). Thus, the German regional level presents a most-likely
case to detect early improvements in women’s access to salient ministries. Nevertheless, the posi-
tive findings should also travel to other sub-national governments in countries with comparable
levels of gender equality norms.
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Relatedly, the present analysis of parties on the sub-national level implies that the results are
not immediately generalizable to the national level. In the following, I therefore discuss possible
explanations why the results in the German states differ so starkly from the negative effect that was
found by Goddard (2019) for cabinets on the national level.

First, the sub-national states in Germany often serve as an ‘experimental laboratory’ where
parties test new policies or other political innovations (Freitag and Vatter, 2008). The appoint-
ment of women to highly salient posts in the state cabinets might be a ‘test run’ for the political
parties which might or might not be transferred to the Federal government. The results of the
present analysis may therefore foreshadow a long-term development within parties at the national
level, characterized by a higher attentiveness towards feminist values as well as an equal repre-
sentation of women in the most important ministerial positions within the cabinet.

Second, some of the portfolios that previous studies typically classify as ‘masculine’ do not exist
on the sub-national level. This applies in particular to the defense ministry and the ministry of
foreign affairs. The positive findings might therefore be driven by these characteristics of the
German states.

Nevertheless, the results presented here are encouraging in that they provide evidence that the
‘old-boys networks’ within parties might begin to erode and that highly salient posts in the cabinet
are now increasingly accessible to women.

Supplementary material. To view supplementary material for this article, please visit https://doi.org/10.1017/
$1755773922000492.
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