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Abstract. Various strands of literature in comparative politics regard governments as the
only noteworthy initiators and mainsprings of legislative policy making in parliamentary
democracies. Opposition activity in policy making is more often associated with the intention
to prevent, rather than to shape, policy. Does this perception reflect real-life politics? To
answer this question, this article discusses different arguments that link institutional and
policy-related characteristics to the incentives and constraints of different government and
parliamentary actors to initiate or co-sponsor legislative bills. More specifically, it relates
policy-, office- and vote-related incentives, as well as institutional and resource constraints of
legislative actors, to the likelihood that these actors will take the lead in legislative agenda-
setting. These arguments are confronted with original data on the universe of all legislative
bills in four parliamentary systems over one and a half decades. The article concludes that
opposition and, in particular, bipartisan agenda-setting is indeed rare. Yet, in contrast to
widely held maxims, it is neither absent nor spurious, but related to the allocation of power
and the intensity of ideological conflict both within and between the (coalition) government
and parliament.

Introduction

The government is apparently the key player in the policy-making process in
parliamentary democracies. Typically, it controls a legislative majority and thus
the parliamentary floor. The government sets the policy agenda, pushes major
policy changes by introducing bills in the legislative process and gets its initia-
tives passed without much hassle. Once the bill is enacted, the government
oversees the bureaucratic implementation of its policies. Of course, this is a
caricature of a parliamentary democracy. Majority governments are backed by,
rather than reigning over, a legislative majority that itself has control over the
policy process due to the simple fact that bills have to be passed by parliament
(e.g., Doring & Hallerberg 2004). And minority governments are too frequent
to be mere exceptions to the rule. In addition, in multiparty systems where
coalition governments are frequent, the total command a government is sup-
posed to exercise over a legislative majority is in reality often tricky to effect
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(for an overview, see Miiller & Strgm 2000; Cowley 2002; Bergman et al. 2003).
The organisational structure and cohesiveness of political parties may also
have an impact on the position of government vis-a-vis parliamentary actors
(Bowler et al. 1999; Kam 2001, 2009). Does this mean that parliamentary
legislative actors, even those in the opposition, can influence the policy agenda
by introducing legislation?

In political systems where political parties are rather weakly organised and
less cohesive, and executives are drawn not from the legislature but directly
elected with their own source of legitimacy, bipartisan legislative activities are
often a normal feature of the policy-making process. In the American presi-
dential system, for instance, members of Congress often work together across
party lines (Mayhew 1974; Wilson & Young 1997; Epstein 1998). More gener-
ally, where ideology and partisanship are not perfectly matched, there are
incentives for bipartisan activities, both in sponsoring and in voting on a bill.

Such legislative behaviour is less common in parliamentary systems where
the success or even the investiture of government usually depends on the
support of a majority of votes in parliament. In order to ensure stable majori-
ties, (government) parties have to be strongly organised, cohesive and disci-
plined (e.g., Lupia & McCubbins 1994). Multiparty governments likewise have
to employ means to deal with the divergence of preferences within the coali-
tion. Individual members of parliament (MPs) who are potential or actual
defectors risk their re-nomination for the next election; and in coalition agree-
ments, the possibility for activities with opposition parties are often explicitly
restricted (see Timmermans 1998, 2006; Miiller 2005: 74; Miiller & Strgm
2008). It seems that in parliamentary systems there is little room for opposition
or bipartisan activities — that is, cooperation between legislators in the govern-
ment and from opposition parties.

In this article, we reflect anew on who takes the lead in legislative agenda-
setting. We argue that despite the clear distinction between government and
opposition in parliamentary democracies, there is indeed room to accommo-
date opposition agenda-setting, legislative activity by the governing party’s
own MPs, and, as well, activity taking place across the government-opposition
divide. One reason is that policy making is not the only goal parliamentary
actors pursue. Bills are not only drafted for the sake of eventually being
enacted. They are often drafted to signal to voters that viable alternatives to
the government’s agenda exist (Groseclose & McCarty 2001). Also, intraparty
factions or backbenchers within the governing party or parties’ camp may use
legislative activity to raise their profile and garner support from their constitu-
ents to enhance their chances of re-election or to capture more influence
within their political party (e.g., Bowler et al. 1999: 9-11). To sum up, the
agenda-setting strategies of MPs are also shaped by their expectations
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concerning voter preferences and their anticipation of elections and future
government formations.

Occasionally, even opposition MPs see their legislative proposals passed by
parliament. Yet writing up legislative bills is one way among others (such as
questions to ministers or parliamentary resolutions) to signal one’s priorities
to the public in the competition for votes (Green-Pedersen & Mortensen 2007,
Green-Pedersen & Krogstrup 2008). Once we (re-)recognise the agenda-
setting power of parliament, the more interesting question is when and why
MPs make use of it. Analysing legislative activity in four West European
parliamentary democracies — Belgium, France, Germany and the United
Kingdom — between 1986 and 2003, we find that legislative activity of the
government and the opposition camp in parliament not only exists, but that it
is extensive. We also find that their actual agenda-setting behaviour is related
to the larger political game in terms of the allocation of power, the electoral
cycle and the intensity of ideological conflict both within and between the
(coalition) government and parliament.

The remainder of this article is structured as follows. We begin our analysis
by discussing potential institutional, electoral and partisan reasons that can
explain the emergence of bills from different agenda-setters in parliamentary
democracies. We briefly evaluate the literature on legislative policy making,
grouping arguments into two broad categories that refer to the incentives of
legislative actors and the constraints they face. We distinguish between four
types of legislative initiators: the cabinet or government per se; the parties in
government or individual MPs from parties that support the government;
opposition parties or MPs; and groups of parties or MPs that belong to both
the government and opposition camp in parliament. The third section provides
a description of the data for the empirical analysis: the almost complete set of
bills proposed to the lower chambers of the parliaments of the four countries
over a 15-year period. In the fourth section, we use a conditional logit model
to test our expectations of legislative agenda-setting. The final section offers
concluding remarks.

Agenda-setting in parliamentary democracies

The broader literature on agenda-setting has at least two important strands.
One is the literature on legislative agenda-setting with its focus on policy
outcomes. Following the insight of the seminal paper of Romer and Rosenthal
(1978) that setting the agenda is consequential for policies when legislative
institutions privilege first as compared to second movers in the legislative
process, much of the research on the ‘new institutionalism’ has been focused on
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institutions of agenda control and their differential impact on policy outcomes.
Shepsle (1979), for instance, identified ‘proposal power’, ‘gatekeeping power’
and the ‘last offer authority’ as the foundation of the power of committees in
the American congressional system. Doring’s (1995a, 2001) comprehensive
studies on the rules and practices of agenda control in Western European
parliaments showed that, first, there is considerable variation across parlia-
mentary systems in terms of the devices with which governments can control
the parliamentary process, and second, these instruments of agenda control are
policy consequential when, in a nutshell, governments have high agenda
control and enact fewer but more conflicting bills (D6ring 2001: 158). A second
seminal study is by Huber (1996a), which provided the theoretical rationale
and empirical evidence that the motion of confidence vote procedure is an
instrument of government agenda control that prevents parliament from
amending or even blocking the passage of a bill.

The second strand is the field of policy agenda research following the
classical and more recent studies of Schattschneider (1960), Bachrach and
Baratz (1962) and Baumgartner and Jones (1993). These studies are not so
concerned with policy outcomes per se, but rather focus on the dynamics of
how new ideas and understandings of problems spread in the political system
(for an overview, see Baumgartner et al. 2006). The key insight here is that
major policy changes generally are associated with heightened attention to an
issue, adopted during short ‘windows of opportunity’, and often with a change
in their meaning (Kingdon 1995). The power of the agenda-setter, then, is not
confined to placing a ‘take-it-or-leave-it’ proposal (which is the meaning in the
first strand of literature), but rests in the ability to define and structure which
alternatives are considered in the first place.

In this article, we are concerned with bridging the gap between these
literatures by building on both the more limited and the broad conception of
agenda-setting. In doing so, our endeavour is of course both narrower than the
broad conception of agenda-setting and wider than the limited one. As most
comparative research (e.g., Almond & Powell 1978; Norton 1990) asserts that
almost all important policy-making power lies in the cabinet (cf., Huber
1996b), the focus typically is on the degree and instruments of governmental
agenda control and therefore the ability of governments to get their bills
passed without much obstruction. Certainly, in virtually every parliamentary
system, individual MPs as compared to their governments are disadvantaged
in putting legislative bills on the agenda (Mattson 1995). Yet a short glance at
parliamentary statistics reveals that MPs are far from idle; the number of
initiatives put forward within parliament is sizable. In a synopsis of the number
of bills introduced per year in the lower houses of 15 Western European
countries over the 5-year period from 1978 to 1982, Andeweg and Nijzink
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(1995: 171) show that private member bills make up about 39 per cent of all
bills introduced, but only 9 per cent of all bills passed. This prompts the
questions of who introduces what, when and why? The ambition of this study
is therefore wider as we seek to shed light on when the government, and when
parliamentary actors, take the lead in legislative agenda-setting.

At the same time, it is also narrower as we are not concerned with the
legislative process that follows the introduction of a bill — that is, with the rules
and practices of agenda control, the legislative process and the resultant policy
outcomes, or the success or failure of bills. Rather, we are interested in the
incentives and constraints that make legislative actors initiate bills even if, as is
the case with those put forward by the opposition, they most likely will be
voted down. This is certainly a comprehensive understanding of agenda-
setting: what counts is the submission of a proposal regardless of whether it
finally succeeds in shaping the public agenda or not.

This leads to the question of what exactly are the incentives to submit
legislative bills. A standard assumption in spatial models of legislative behav-
iour is that actors only care about policy outcomes. Yet there is ample evidence
that indicates that political actors are concerned with both policy and office as
well as with electoral gains of the political game (Harmel & Janda 1994; Strgm
1990a), and that the relative importance they attach to these goals also differs
with their formal roles (Laver & Hunt 1992: 72). Cabinet members may be
more concerned with the potential office and policy gains of their legislative
proposals than opposition or backbencher MPs who aspire to shape policies in
the future but for the moment are more preoccupied with the need to com-
municate their policy positions to the electorate. In the following, we will
discuss the various incentives as well as constraints on legislative actors when
submitting legislative bills. Prior to this, we should first turn to the types of
initiators with which we are concerned.

Given the sharp divide between government majority and parliamentary
minority in parliamentary systems, we distinguish among three types of actors
and, accordingly, four types of bills. First, in virtually any parliamentary system,
governments have the right to introduce bills. Notably, this is done on a
one-by-one basis. The government ‘as a whole’ introduces bills even though the
proposal may be drafted and presented by a single minister (belonging to one of
possibly several coalition parties). Second, government bills usually cannot be
co-sponsored by ordinary MPs. All other bills are sponsored by members of the
legislature either from the first or the second chamber. ‘Government party bills’
are those introduced by MPs (or parliamentary groups) belonging to parties
within government. Opposition bills are bills that have been presented by MPs
not belonging to parties within government. Mixed bills are sponsored by at
least two MPs: one from the government camp, one from the opposition camp.
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It seems pertinent to make at least two remarks. First, this classification is
based on who introduces a bill to parliament. It reveals nothing about the
political origin of the policy proposal. Government ministers may draft a bill
but hand it to an MP in order to save time in the legislative process or to avoid
being associated with it. Disguised government bills in Germany (Rudzio 2006:
225-230) and so-called ‘handout bills’ in the United Kingdom are examples of
this (Griffith & Ryle 1989: 310-314). Also, governing party bills may be spon-
sored by members of one governing party only, but have the backing (or not)
of all government parties. Here, the formal rules of who is entitled to present
a bill may make a difference. In three of the four parliaments under study here,
individual MPs are allowed to introduce a bill, whereas in the German Bund-
estag only parliamentary parties (or groups of at least 5 per cent of all MPs)
are allowed to submit a bill. Second, while government, governing party and
opposition bills can be understood as the result of the strategic choice of a
group of actors with similar interests (MPs of one party) and faced with similar
constraints (e.g, being in opposition), mixed bills obviously differ in this
respect. These mixed or bipartisan initiatives require the sponsorship at least
two MPs or groups of MPs — one from the government camp, one from the
opposition camp — which, by assumption, may have conflicting interests or may
be confronted with different constraints.

Hypotheses

In order to find determinants of when and why these different actors propose
bills on their own or with the support of other actors, we look at several
functional characteristics that shape the incentives and constraints when sub-
mitting bills. To start with, we note that the above classification of actors is
based on two functional distinctions: between the executive and legislative
branch of government and between actors supporting and opposing the gov-
ernment. We are looking here for push and pull factors that shift the power
balance within the triangle of government, government-supporting and
government-opposing parties in parliament. We consider government
majority-opposition relations first.

Government majority-opposition relations

We begin with the observation that in parliamentary systems the government
has considerable control over legislative policy making (Tsebelis 2002: 82).
One source of power is the majority’s institutional prerogative to determine
the plenary agenda (Doring 1995b: 224). Another aspect is the resources in
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terms of administrative staff and access to ministerial and bureaucratic knowl-
edge, which puts legislators in parliamentary systems in a less comfortable
position than their fellows in presidential systems, but which also varies con-
siderably across parliamentary systems (Huber 1996b). Most importantly, the
power of government rests on its capacity to combine a vote on a bill with the
question of confidence (Huber 1996a; Diermeier & Feddersen 1998). As gov-
ernments can make use of the vote-of-confidence weapon only if they are
backed by a parliamentary majority (for fear that they might otherwise lose
the amenities provided to government parties), it seems pertinent to distin-
guish between two scenarios: majority and minority governments.

As majority governments are backed by parliamentary majorities, govern-
ments do not necessarily profit from a larger majority — that is, a seat share
much larger than 50 per cent. With large majorities, dissenting votes on gov-
ernment bills may be more likely, whereas bill failure is not (Best & Heller
2005). In any case, relative seat strength shapes the distribution of legislative
resources in terms of expertise, staff and access to information and thus the
relative ability of the opposition and governing party camps to initiate bills.
Large camps, whatever side, should profit from their seat strength at the
expense of the other camp. The hypothesis therefore is that large governing
party camps make governing party initiatives and possibly also government
bills more likely but opposition initiatives less likely and vice versa. From this
perspective, the effect on mixed bills is undetermined (H/a).! Table 1 sum-
marises the expected effects of our independent variables on the relative
number of bills by the type of initiator for this and all subsequent hypotheses.

Minority cabinets work differently. While they do not command a majority
in parliament, they are backed by a legislative majority (Laver & Schofield
1998: 70-81). There is considerable debate about the functioning of minority
governments (Strgm 1990b). According to Tsebelis (2002: 97-99), minority
governments frequently have a central and therefore pivotal position in the
policy space and should thus possess at least the same agenda-setting power as
majority governments. Occupying a central position, minority governments
would pick their partners from the left or right (see also Schofield 1995:
263-266). This would imply that strong — that is, centrally located — minority
governments can act as agenda-setters so that there is no need for explicit
bipartisan cooperation between the two camps (and thus mixed bills). While
this seems plausible, we add that minority governments may also change the
situation within parliament. Here, governing parties have only a minority of
seats, which eliminates their opportunity to formulate, initiate and bring
through their own policy agenda. The expectation then is that in weak minority
government situations, where the government does not occupy a central posi-
tion in the policy space, bills initiated by opposition parties will be more
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812 THOMAS BRAUNINGER & MARC DEBUS

frequent than in majority situations (or with strong minority governments).
Also, government bills should be less frequent if the minority government is
weak (HI1b).

Policy conflict

In multiparty systems, governments supported by more than one party are the
rule. Generally speaking, coalition cabinets are plagued with two problems
resulting from the divergence of the coalition partners’ policy preferences: the
formulation of a government policy programme, and the delegation of gov-
ernment authority in a way that actual policy outcomes match the agreed
policy programme. Policy disagreement between coalition partners is generally
considered to make significant policy changes less likely (Tsebelis 2002). It also
raises the governing parties’ incentive to scrutinise government proposals in
the legislative process, since with increasing coalition heterogeneity govern-
ment bills drafted by ‘hostile’ cabinet ministers are more likely to deviate from
their own and the agreed coalition position (Martin & Vanberg 2005).

Yet there is little evidence as to the implications of government heteroge-
neity on the number of bills proposed by a government. In a study of Italian
legislation, Kreppel (1997) found that heterogeneous multiparty governments
initiate less primary legislation but more secondary legislation — that is, statu-
tory instruments, decrees and the like (see also Doring 1995a). While the
impact on the raw number of government bills might be ambiguous, we posit
that there are clear effects on the relative ability of heterogeneous coalition
cabinets to set the agenda vis-a-vis their supporting parties. With low or even
no policy conflict, both cabinet and coalition parties in parliament will find it
easy to agree on a bill drafted by a cabinet minister or to write up a legislative
bill in cooperation. When preferences diverge significantly, both will find it
more difficult to compromise. The hypothesis, therefore, is that large intragov-
ernmental conflict will make both government and government party bills less
likely (H2a).

Even though governments and their supporting parties in parliament have
various institutional instruments to vindicate their policy agenda against oppo-
sition pressures, parliamentary rules also provide opportunities for opposition
parties to make a difference in policy making (Powell 2000), or, at least, to
signal their issue priorities to the public. Opposition parties have means to
obstruct or delay the swift passage of executive or governing party bills
(Martin & Vanberg 2005). Assuming that the opposition at least expects to
have some influence on policy making, we would expect to see greater incen-
tive for the opposition to introduce bills if there is substantial policy conflict
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between the government and opposition camps in parliament. Considering the
above argument, we would expect less bipartisan cooperation with large intra-
parliamentary conflict (H2b).

Electoral and issue area context

Alternative views on the content of a policy is one place where parties have
conflicting objectives, but they also compete for voter approval with the aim of
attracting votes in the electoral game and, ultimately, getting into office or
remaining in power. Setting the legislative agenda to demonstrate one’s views
on a policy or to blame the government’s failure on an issue is a key instrument
used by parliamentary actors, by both opposition parties as well as individual
backbenchers from the governing party camp (Groseclose & McCarty 2001).
Yet not all times and not all issues are equally apt in attracting electoral
support. First, competition for votes is intense at pre-electoral times so we
would expect to see an extra effort to impress voters with more elaborate bill
proposals then. More specifically, we would expect to see more bills from the
opposition and governing parties (as compared to mixed and government
bills) in the pre-election period (H3a).

Second, the importance of policy areas varies between countries and
parties. This finding is well known from studies based on the party family
approach (see, e.g., Mair & Mudde 1998; Gallagher et al. 2006: 230-254).
Generally speaking, socialist and social democratic parties are more interested
in economic issues, while political actors from the Christian party family often
focus more on social policy and education (Budge & Keman 1990: 97). Fur-
thermore, legislative bills differ in many ways ranging from, for instance, highly
conflictual redistributive welfare reforms to technical or ‘hodgepodge’ bills
that are not suited for political contests (Miiller & Jenny 2004: 313). One
aspect we consider here is the electoral salience of an issue area. Given scarce
resources and time constraints, MPs focus on bills that they ‘own’ — that is, that
are salient for themselves (and their parties and electorate) but not for their
opponents — so that they can gain support and votes in the electoral game. We
therefore expect the government, the governing and the opposition party
camp in parliament to focus their agenda-setting resources more often on bills
dealing with issues that are of high salience for the programmatic profile of
their political parties (H3b).

A third aspect is the pre-legislative cause of a bill. While most issues are
taken up because one or several legislative actors have electoral or intrinsic
motivations to change the status quo, ratification laws for international treaties
or transposition laws for European Union directives have external origins,
while the responsibility for transposition lies with the government. The same
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can be said for finance policy bills, as in virtually all parliamentary democracies
the government budget (and subsequent amendments) are prepared by the
Minister of Finance. We therefore expect bills belonging to these policy areas
to be proposed most often or perhaps exclusively by the government (H3c).

Institutional setting

Institutional characteristics like legislative procedure and types of electoral
system provide another source of variation. However, most of these charac-
teristics are country-specific and therefore their effects cannot be uniquely
attributed with our data. We thus restrict our analysis to three institutional
characteristics. First, divided government is a situation where the parties that
give support for the government in the lower chamber do not possess a
majority in the upper chamber. While this may present an obstacle for the
government and the governing parties to get their bills passed, it requires
cooperation between government and opposition actors in strong bicameral
settings — that is, where a bill needs majorities in both chambers to be enacted.
This is the case, for instance, for German mandatory legislation (‘Zustimmu-
ngsgesetzgebung’) or for all Belgian bills before the constitutional reform of
1993 that came into effect in 1995 (Brauninger & Konig 1999; De Winter et al.
2000: 307-309; Konig 2001). Given these constraints, we would expect mixed
bills to become more frequent under a divided government and, in particular,
under a divided government in a strong bicameral setting (H4a and H4b).
Second, Belgian governments were traditionally considered to be rather
weak agenda-setters because of the large number of coalition parties within
them and the existence of a strong upper chamber that had to agree on all
legislation passed by the lower chamber. Since the implementation of the
constitutional reform in 1995, the government has become more powerful (De
Winter & Dumont 2003: 260). We therefore expect to observe more govern-
ment bills in the aftermath of the 1995 constitutional reform (H4c). Finally,
while in the United Kingdom a fixed timetable exists as to when the govern-
ment or the opposition sets the agenda inside parliament (Saalfeld 2003:
633-634), in non-Westministerian types of parliament there usually are no
such obvious restrictions. There are, however, other institutional features that
might affect the agenda-setting power of legislative actors. In Germany, only a
group of at least 5 per cent of all MPs is allowed to introduce a bill. We would
expect that this reduces the agenda-setting potential of parliamentary actors in
Germany and the United Kingdom vis-a-vis their governments (H4d).
Before we move on to confront these expectations with empirical data, we
should note that the above is by no means an exhaustive list of possible
determinants and we can easily think of others that are not considered here.
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Regarding party discipline, for instance, intra-party homogeneity of policy
preferences is often seen as a defining characteristic of strong parties (Krehbiel
1998: 26-28). Intra-party heterogeneity may be useful for intra-governmental
bargaining (Debus & Briuninger 2008), but it creates incentives for dissenting
voting behaviour (Saalfeld 1995; Bowler et al. 1999; Depauw 2003) as well as
agenda-setting across party lines. Lacking systematic data on intra-party het-
erogeneity that would allow for a cross-country comparison, we refrain from
considering these aspects in the following analyses.

Research design and measures
Country selection and time period

The unit of analysis is the bill, and in this article we study virtually all legislative
bills introduced into the lower chambers of parliament in Belgium, France,
Germany and the United Kingdom between the mid-1980s and the early
2000s. The country selection and the type of data used in this study thus differ
from those of other comparative studies of legislative policy making in parlia-
mentary systems (Doring 1995a; Huber & Shipan 2002; Doring & Hallerberg
2004; Martin & Vanberg 2004; Martin 2004) in several ways. First, our country
selection follows a ‘most different case’ design in terms both of legislative
institutions and patterns of party competition and government formation.
Martin’s (2004) study of governmental policy making in Belgium, Germany,
the Netherlands and Luxemburg, for instance, uses examples that are explicitly
‘more similar’. Not only are these countries more or less ‘consensual democ-
racies’ (Lijphart 1999: 34-35), but their party systems all belong to the
so-called ‘Benelux’ type of party constellation (Laver & Hunt 1992: 56). In the
present study, considering the Westminster system prototype of the United
Kingdom and the semi-presidential, ‘majoritarian’ political system of France,
we not only seek to increase the variation in party competition and govern-
ment formation, but we also try to cover political systems with different types
of institutional designs — in particular with regard to the patterns of legislative
agenda-setting (see Doring 2001: 149).

A second point of difference is the types of issues. Compared with the
legislation datasets of Doring (1995a), Huber and Shipan (2002) and Doring
and Hallerberg (2004) that focus on economic and labour policy issues, we
seek to substantiate our results by considering legislative policy making in all
policy areas. Third, and most importantly for the research question here,
we include not only bills initiated by the government, but also bills prepared
by MPs.
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As regards the time period, the benchmark for each country is the first
election of the lower chamber after 1985. The end date was the first election
after 2000. In the United Kingdom, bills expire at the end of the session so that
we could expand the time frame by another two years.” These time periods
allow for a comparison of governments of different ideological compositions
and different types of government coalitions. In the case of France, for
example, the period under study includes a cohesive party-bloc government
where the President and Prime Minister belong to the same party alliance, but
also periods of divided government — that is, the periods of cohabitation
between 1986 and 1988, from 1993 to 1995, and from 1997 to 2001 (Thiébault
2000: 502). Also, the time period covered allows us to analyse whether the
constitutional reform in Belgium implemented in 1995 had an influence on the
government’s agenda-setting potential or not.

We should note that there are pros and cons for conducting a study of
practically the whole universe of bills in a time period. Laws have different
functions: they can be truly rule-making instruments with hundreds of articles
or one-article laws amending or codifying existing legislation. Moreover,
because countries differ in their legal and constitutional traditions there is no
generally acceptable notion of acts and bills and how these differ from other
policy decisions such as secondary legislation (Trantas 1995). In spite of these
problems, we opted for treating all bills the same as we see no simple way to
distinguish ‘landmark’ bills from other proposals or to quantify their impor-
tance (e.g., Mayhew 1991).

Data and coding

The dependent variable is the type of initiator of a bill. As mentioned above,
we distinguish between four types of initiatives: government, governing party,
opposition and mixed bills. With respect to the explanatory variables, we use
the seat share of government parties in the legislature at the time when the bill
is submitted to parliament to account for the size of the government majority
in parliament. A dummy variable indicates minority governments. Two key
explanatory variables of interest are policy conflict within the government
coalition and policy conflict within parliament. The question of how to measure
differences in the ideological and/or policy positions of parties and voters has
attracted extensive attention in the literature (Budge 2001; Mair 2001; Volkens
2007). Expert surveys (e.g., Castles & Mair 1984; Huber & Inglehart 1995)
frequently have been used to locate parties on an ideological-programmatic
left-right scale and then to analyse their impact on policies and policy out-
comes. This unidimensional model, however, does not account for differences
in the policy conflict when one is interested in specific policy areas. In this study
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we therefore use data from the Laver and Hunt (1992) expert survey, which
reports the positions of parties on eight common policy dimensions for 25
Western democracies (Laver & Hunt 1992: 49-53).% To define not only com-
parable but also exhaustive policy categories, we took the typical cabinet
structure in each country as a base and came up with a list of twelve ministries.
The identification of a bill’s policy area was done by coding titles and short
descriptions of bills in the official legislative databases. Table 2 summarises
how policy fields were matched to five of the policy dimensions covered by the
Laver and Hunt (1992) expert survey.

Based on these party positions, we use the veto-player distance (i.e., the
range) between government parties on each policy dimension (Tsebelis 2002)
as a measure of the policy-area specific conflict within the government coalition.
For the conflict of government and opposition parties in parliament, we follow
the literature on polarisation in party systems (Taylor & Herman 1971:34) and
use the distance between the policy-area specific centres of gravity of the
government and opposition camps (conflict between government and opposi-
tion camp). The centre of gravity is the weighted average of the programmatic
positions of the parties in government (opposition) in a specific policy area,
where the weights are the vote shares among all coalition (opposition) parties
(Gross & Sigelman 1984, Cusack 2001). This follows the ‘classic’ assumption
that the strength of a coalition party or its impact on the policy agenda is
associated with its strength in cabinet (see Warwick & Druckman 2001).

Another set of hypotheses refers to issue ownership and the role of the
electoral cycle. According to H3a, MPs from the governing parties and the
opposition camp have higher incentives to introduce bills on the eve of elec-
tions rather than in the middle of the legislative term. We therefore use a
dummy variable that takes on a value of 1 if the bill is introduced in the
365-day period prior to the next election and 0 otherwise (pre-election period).
Next, we turn to issue saliency or issue ownership. Because party-specific
information on the dimension saliency is also provided by the Laver and Hunt
(1992) expert survey, we can assign a measure for issue ownership to each law
proposal. For example, the issue area saliency of an economic policy bill is the
weighted average economic policy saliency of all government parties less the
same weighted average for all opposition parties. Positive values then indicate
government ownership, and negative values signify opposition ownership.*

We include dummy variables for each policy area, for divided government,
strong bicameralism and for Belgian bills after the 1995 constitutional reform.
We also add a set of country dummies to control for other, mostly institutional,
effects such as legislative procedures or electoral systems that are hard to
untangle because they only vary between countries. Finally, as bills introduced
late in the legislative session should, other things being equal, have lower
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chances of being enacted and legislative actors may take that into account,
we include a control variable that measures the remaining time in the
respective legislative period (until the end of the term, or session in the
United Kingdom).

Analysis

Figure 1 shows the number of passed and failed bills in the four countries
under study by the four types of initiators. In the course of the 15-year time
period, between 2,025 and 5,466 bills were introduced in each of the four
countries. In Germany and the United Kingdom, the total number of bills put
forward is notably smaller than in Belgium or France, but it must also be borne
in mind that in Germany and Britain, the share of opposition bills is consid-
erably lower (23.8 and 38.8 per cent, respectively) whereas the share of gov-
ernment plus governing party bills is considerably higher (72.2 and 60.4 per
cent, respectively). As the success rate of opposition bills is marginal in all
countries, there is no evidence for the conjecture that the French and Belgian
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Figure 1. Number of passed and failed bills by country and type of initiator.
Notes: G = Government, GP = Government parties, O = Opposition, GOP = Government
and opposition parties.
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opposition would be more successful with their initiatives and therefore more
active in those countries. More plausible is the interpretation that the strategy
of opposition actors to propose bills in order to increase their visibility and
further their chances for re-nomination and re-election is more important in
the Belgian and, even more so, in the French electoral and party system. Of
course, it might also reflect the different institutional constraints on MPs to
propose legislation. In the United Kingdom, the presentation and consider-
ation of private members’ bills is limited to certain days, while in Germany bills
have to be sponsored by at least 5 per cent of all MPs. Both make it difficult
for individual opposition MPs to propose legislation for reasons of electoral
competition.

Figure 1 also reveals that in all countries the most successful actor in terms
of legislative agenda setting is indeed the government. When the cabinet
introduces law proposals, then between 68 (France) and 95 (United Kingdom)
per cent of these bills finally pass. Bills introduced by MPs or parliamentary
groups that support the government have lower success rates; here Germany is
the exception as almost 80 per cent of all governing party bills finally get
passed. One reason for this might be that in Germany ministers have incen-
tives to hand out ministerial draft bills to MPs as the formal legislative proce-
dure for private members’ bills is shorter than for government bills. In all other
countries, the majority of governing party bills finally gets rejected or is not
followed up at some point. Finally, the figures also suggest that bills jointly
introduced by government and opposition party MPs have a different footing
in these countries. They are infrequent in France and the United Kingdom
(below 1 per cent of all bills) but have high acceptance rates in Germany and
the United Kingdom (above 80 per cent). At the very least, it suggests that
mixed bills are possible and successful in Germany, while in France there are
not many incentives for this form of bipartisan cooperation, either for signal-
ling or for policy-making reasons.

In summary, the above figures on legislative agenda-setting suggest that the
government is not the sole agenda-setter; the opposition or backbenchers in
the parliamentary groups of the governing parties also introduce bills that, on
occasion, are successful. The question then arises as to what conditions are
propitious for legislative agenda-setting by opposition parties or intra-party
factions among the parties in power. We turn to this next.

Following our theoretical arguments, we specify a basic empirical model of
the probabilities that the four types of legislative actors take up an issue and
initiate a bill. Tests of some alternative measures of a factor or set of factors
hypothesised to be a cause of bill initiation are made by replacing variables of
the basic model or adding new ones. The model is specified as a conditional
logit model (McFadden 1974; Alvarez & Nagler 1998) with Huber-White
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standard errors. In political science, conditional logit models are widely used to
study determinants of voting behaviour (e.g., Adams et al. 2005) and patterns
of government formation (e.g., Martin & Stevenson 2001; Warwick 2006). In
essence, the conditional logit model is a multinomial logit model that allows
for the inclusion of both case-specific and alternative-specific attributes. In our
context, the cases are law proposals and the alternatives are the four types of
potential initiators. We then estimate the probability that one of the four types
of initiators picks up an issue on the agenda and actually submits the law
proposal.

Table 3 reports the findings from estimation of the basic model of bill
initiation and from three alternative specifications.’ Model 2 allows us to study
the effect of weak and strong minority governments separately. The third
model replicates the first model but uses parties’ positions on a single left-right
dimension to gauge policy conflict.® In Model 4, we replace our party-specific
measurement of issue area saliency with a simple dummy variable indicating
whether bills belong to electorally salient issue areas or not (using the classifi-
cation in Lijphart (1999: 80-81)). Before we have a closer look at individual
effects, we note that, by and large, all four models fit equally well to the data.
AIC and BIC values are about the same size, yet Model 2 performs best.
Adjusted R? is 0.27 for the second model and 0.26 for all others.

The coefficients of the conditional logit analysis are expressions of the
impact of an independent variable on the probability that a particular actor
initiates a bill relative to all other actors. As compared to standard multinomial
logit, the interesting thing here is that we can estimate effects for specific
initiators on the basis of theoretical considerations. Earlier, we argued that —
for majority governments — a high seat share of government parties should
increase the likelihood that the government or government parties insert a bill,
but decrease the chances for opposition proposals (see Table 1). We therefore
estimate three coefficients: the effect of seat share on the likelihood that the
government, government parties or opposition parties propose a bill. As the
results displayed under column 1 suggest, a higher seat share of government
supporting parties does indeed increase the chance that either the government
or the government parties introduce law proposals, whereas the negative coef-
ficient for opposition suggests a reversed effect for opposition initiatives.
However, the results for government and opposition bills are not significant at
the 0.10 level (p=0.15 and p = 0.11, respectively).

We also find considerable support for our hypothesis on minority govern-
ments. In minority government situations, there are significantly less opposi-
tion bills, but there is no positive effect for government or government party
bills. Estimating the effect for strong and weak minority situations separately,
we get a much clearer picture (Model 2).” The large positive coefficients for
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strong minority governments suggest that with centrally located minority gov-
ernments, explicit and formal cooperation between the two camps in the form
of mixed bills virtually does not exist. By contrast, the negative coefficients for
the baseline of weak minority governments suggest that the likelihood of
mixed bills is increased in these situations. Of course, these coefficients tell
little about the substantial magnitude of these effects, but we will return to this
issue below.

We next look at the effect of policy conflict within government and the
legislature. There is clear evidence that programmatic distance between gov-
ernment parties reduces the chance that either the cabinet or legislative actors
supporting the government set the legislative agenda. In contrast, with large
conflict between government and opposition camps within parliament, oppo-
sition actors become more proactive relative to other actors (f=1.014),
whereas there is no significant effect for mixed bills. We can assess the robust-
ness of this finding by skipping to Model 3 where policy conflict is measured
using actors’ positions on the general left-right dimension. It turns out that
these effects are stable in terms of direction and level of significance (whereas
coefficient sizes are not directly comparable).

With respect to other core factors, the findings suggest that the electoral and
issue area context plays some role. First, with respect to our expectation that
competition for votes is intense at pre-electoral times so that there is an extra
incentive to impress voters with bill proposals, we find evidence that parties
from the government and the opposition camp are more likely to introduce
bills in pre-election years for France and Germany only. The non-finding for the
United Kingdom and Belgium is somewhat puzzling as the former uses a
simple plurality and the latter an open-list proportional representation, elec-
toral system; in both systems there are clear incentives for candidates to
advertise the ways they serve local interests. However, that party competition
is important is also indicated by the issue saliency variable. The positive coef-
ficients for government and government parties suggest that these actors
become more active initiators, the more salient an issue is to them as compared
to opposition actors. For the latter, we would also expect issue ownership to
make them more active so that — given the coding of the issue area saliency
variable — we would expect a negative coefficient. However, the parameter
estimate is clearly positive, indicating that all types of legislative actors focus
their activities in areas that are salient to government rather than opposition
parties.

To summarise, the findings indicate that the agenda setting behaviour of all
of these actors is driven by the importance the government (or government
parties) attach to an issue areca. We observe more bills in areas where
government party salience is high but opposition party salience is low. This
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interpretation is supported by Model 3, where we replace the party-specific
measurement with a simple dummy variable indicating whether bills belong to
electorally salient issue areas or not. There is no discernible difference between
the salient and non-salient areas if party-specific saliency is not taken into
account. We also find strong evidence for H3c that bills in the areas of foreign
affairs, the European Union, defence and finance are more likely to be intro-
duced by the government.

Finally, there is no discernible effect of divided government situations and
strong bicameral settings on the likelihood of mixed bills (H4a and H4b) but
clear evidence for a stronger agenda-setting position of the Belgian govern-
ment after the 1995 constitutional reform (H4d). As country-fixed effects are
hard to interpret, we postpone the discussion of H4c to the study of the
substantive magnitude of these effects to which we now turn.

We estimate probability effects based on Model 2, the model that best fits
the data. To this end, all continuous variables (seat share, the two policy conflict
variables, issue area saliency and the time variable) are fixed at their mean and
all dummy variables except the variables for divided government and Belgium
are fixed at zero. For this baseline case, the probability of a government bill is
0.107,0.386 for a governing party bill, 0.436 for an opposition bill and 0.072 for
a mixed bill. We then report changes in these probabilities when one of the
independent variables changes from the 5™ to the 95™ percentile for continu-
ous variables, or from zero to one for dummy variables. Table 4 shows these
estimated changes in probabilities where we use simulation techniques to get
standard errors for these estimates.

The first hypothesis concerns the size of the government’s majority in
parliament, stipulating that the higher its seat share, the more likely are gov-
ernment and governing party bills while opposition bills should be less fre-
quent. As Table 4 shows, the magnitude for this effect is in fact large. If the seat
share of the support coalition of a majority government increases from 0 to 82
per cent (i.e., from the 5™ to the 95" percentile) in the baseline scenario, the
probability that government parties introduce a bill increases by 0.437 or 113
per cent whereas the probability for opposition bills decreases by 0.391 (90 per
cent) as compared to the baseline probability. The negative effect of seat share
on the likelihood of government and mixed bills is less sizable (decrease of 11
and 49 percentage points). Still, three of the four changes are significant at the
5 per cent level. The effect of most other variables is less substantial in mag-
nitude. Turning to the majority-minority status of governments, we find that
weak minority situations seem to disfavour governments and their support
coalition. In this case, mixed bills become more likely (increase by 0.397 or 551
per cent). In contrast, with strong minority governments, the support coalition
in parliament becomes the dominant agenda-setter (increase by 0.129 or 33
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per cent) and there is also an increase in cabinet activity (increase by 0.018 or
17 per cent). We interpret this as strong evidence for the argument that
minority governments can act as powerful agenda-setters if and only if they
occupy the median position in parliament and thus can select among many
different partners (Strgm 1990b). Yet the important twist is that the positional
advantage of a centrally located support coalition seems to benefit both the
minority party or coalition in parliament, and the minority cabinet.

The second hypothesis was that a large policy conflict between the parties
in government would make it difficult to agree on law initiatives. Moving from
a situation with no intra-governmental conflict (i.e., a one-party government,
the 5™ percentile) to a situation with an ideologically heterogeneous coalition,
there is in fact a negative effect for government and governing party bills with
probabilities decreasing by 0.6 and 16.4 percentage points, and a correspond-
ing positive effect for opposition and mixed bills. Interestingly, the effect is
much more pronounced for government parties. A plausible interpretation is
that the institutional settings in which coalition cabinets are embedded will
make it easier for governments to overcome substantial policy conflicts. Mul-
tiparty coalitions are built on explicit or implicit coalition contracts that define
the working programme of the government (Timmermans 1998, 2006; Miiller
& Strgm 2008), and/or ministers are delegated authority and discretion in
implementing the agreed upon programme (Laver & Shepsle 1996). More-
over, government bills more often concern technical issues not related to any
partisan policy stance. As regards the conflict between government and oppo-
sition camps in parliament, the effect is also sizable and significant. Supporting
H2a, the probability of opposition bills increases by 0.086 when conflict is
large; yet the expected decrease in the likelihood of mixed bills is not signifi-
cant at the 5 per cent level.

The effect of seat share and policy conflict on bill initiation is visualised in
Figure 2. The four panels demonstrate that for all three independent variables,
their effect on both government and mixed bills is rather small. They are less
substantial in magnitude as compared to government party and opposition
bills and they are also less conclusive in terms of standard levels of statistical
significance. By contrast, their effect on the agenda-setting activity of the
government and the opposition camp in parliament is considerable.

The third set of hypotheses was about the effect of the electoral and issue
area context of a bill. We argued that for MPs, pre-election times are particu-
larly apt for attracting electoral support by demonstrating one’s view on a
policy or censuring the government for failing to tackle a pressing issue. The
dummy variable pre-election period identifies bills that are introduced in the
365-day period prior to the next election. As Table 4 shows, the effects differ by
country but there is also a clear overall pattern: focusing on those effects that
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Figure 2. Change in the probability that bills are introduced by conflict within government,
conflict between government and opposition, and seat share of government parties (5™ to
95" percentile).

are statistically significant, we find that the probabilities for governing and
opposition parties in pre-election years is above that in the rest of the legisla-
tive session. At the same time, there is less government and bipartisan activity
— that is, government and mixed bills. All these findings lend support to H3a.

By the same argument, not all issues are of similar importance for political
parties. Regarding the issue area of a bill, we therefore argued that parliamen-
tary actors are likely to focus their agenda-setting resources on bills that deal
with issues they ‘own’ — that is, issues that are of high relevance for the profile
of their parties but less so to their opponents. The results are mixed. Govern-
ment parties are more active in areas that are more salient to them than the
opposition camp. This effect is sizable and significant (increase by 0.051 per-
centage points). For opposition parties, the effect is the reverse of that
expected, but it is not significant. Finally, the findings on the external origin of
bills are straightforward. If an issue on the agenda belongs to a policy area
where the government has some prerogatives (finance, foreign, defence or
European Union policy) then the chances do in fact increase tremendously
that it is the government that introduces the law proposal.

We note that there is no support for the hypotheses on a cooperation-
enhancing effect of divided government. The findings do support, however, the
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contention that — as compared to the Belgian pre-constitutional reform period
— Belgian governments after 1995 are provided with more institutional agenda
control vis-a-vis parliament (an increase of 8.2 percentage points). Finally,
procedural constraints on bill submission by individual MPs in Germany and
the United Kingdom do not nicely pop up in the results. In line with H4d, the
German government is a strong agenda-setter (increase by 36.4 percentage
points) at the expense of all other initiators. There is no systematic difference
among the United Kingdom, Belgium and France. We should keep in mind,
however, that these estimates are based on country-fixed effects that absorb all
kinds of country-specific differences in institutional and political settings.

Conclusion

Parliaments traditionally are seen as bodies whose prime task is to legislate.
Actually, modern parliaments are more concerned with scrutinising the legis-
lative agenda put forward by the government; it is a commonly accepted view
that they are more often policy-influencing than policy-making bodies (Norton
1990). This is by no means a trivial or petty undertaking: the dictum that ‘the
significance of [the British] Parliament . . . is its very insignificance’ (Richard-
son & Jordan 1978: 121) was more meant to provoke the old institutionalism
rather than give an accurate description of real-world parliamentarism. From
all that we know, MPs have considerable influence on policy outputs by moni-
toring, debating and amending the measures and proposals that the govern-
ment places before them. Given their seemingly subordinate role in law-
making, it is — at first sight — even more puzzling that MPs put forward their
own agenda introducing their own bills into the parliament. We addressed this
puzzle by analysing some of the reasons why and when MPs make use of their
institutional powers to set the legislative agenda.

In this article, we explore anew who takes the lead in legislative agenda-
setting. We argue that despite the clear distinction between government and
opposition in parliamentary democracies, there is indeed room to accommo-
date agenda-setting by the opposition or by the governing parties’ own MPs.
One reason is that while bills introduced by the government do have a high
success rate, there is also a considerable share of successful law proposals by
private MPs. Another reason is that shaping policy outcomes is not the only
goal political actors pursue. Bills are not only drafted for the sake of eventually
being enacted, but often they are also intended to signal to voters that viable
alternatives to the government’s policy agenda exist. We also argued that
intra-party factions or backbenchers within the governing parties’ camp may
use legislative agenda-setting to raise their profile and garner support from
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their constituents to enhance their chances of re-election. Studying legislative
activity in four West European parliamentary democracies over a 15-year
period, our findings indeed suggest that actual agenda-setting behaviour is
related to the larger political game in terms of the allocation of power, the
electoral cycle and the intensity of ideological conflict both within and
between the (coalition) government and parliament.

They also suggest that a more detailed analysis of the relationship between
government and MPs supporting the government would be worthwhile. One
goal for future research would be to study and actually measure the assumed
ideological gap between the government (or cabinet members) and each MP
that supports it (e.g., Kam et al. 2007). By doing so we would be in a better
position to answer the question whether, for instance, a backbencher intro-
duces a bill because of his distinct policy stance or simply because he or she
wants to raise their profile for future election campaigns. Furthermore, if the
position of any MP were known, we could map MPs on (the most salient)
policy dimensions and identify who is more or less likely to work with the
parliamentary opposition. A second goal to pursue would be to incorporate
individual characteristics of MPs such as their functional position in the par-
liamentary party and the socio-economic structure of the MP’s constituency.
On that basis, we would like to know whether it is only backbenchers or even
MPs that belong to the party elite that tend to work across the government-
opposition divide (e.g., Bishin 2000). In addition, data on the constituencies’
economic and social structure would allow us to answer the question of
whether MPs from similar constituencies work together. The inclusion of
information of these types would offer more detailed insights into the emer-
gence and success of the government and parliamentary bills identified here.

Finally, a detailed analysis of the characteristics and content of each bill
seems to be worthwhile. On that basis, one could analyse whether political
actors use their legislative activity to react to public opinion or the mass media
on specific policy issues (e.g., Petrocik 1996; Riker 1996; Walgrave et al. 2008).
This would enable us to analyse whether parliamentary parties not only use
questions to government officials to clarify their issue competence (Green-
Pedersen & Krogstrup 2008), but also use the stage of legislative agenda-
setting to signal their positions and capabilities for solving problems in such
policy areas that are seen as relevant by a significant share of the electorate.

Notes

1. We note that party systems differ with respect to the overall degree of party strength —i.e.,
inter alia, the capacity of party leaders to guarantee party discipline which in turn should
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shape their capacity for agenda control. While there should be a clear correlation
between, e.g., party strength and the occurrence of mixed bills, we are sceptical about
its explanatory usefulness. At least, we are not aware of a distinction between strong
versus weak parties that is not predicated upon disciplined versus dissenting legislative
behaviour.

2. To be more precise, in the case of Belgium, our dataset covers all bills that were intro-
duced between 26 January 1988 and 9 April 2003. The time period for France is 8 April
1986 to 18 June 2002; for Germany, 17 February 1987 to 15 October 2002; and for the
United Kingdom, 26 June 1987 to 19 November 2003.

3. We refer to the Laver and Hunt (1992) data instead of the more recent Benoit and Laver
(2006) expert survey because the time of data collection of the Laver and Hunt study falls
approximately in the middle of our observation period. Policy positions on the original
20-point scale were recoded to range from —1 (far left) to +1 (far right).

4. We use the weighted average of government party saliencies for a government initiator,
and the weighted average of all parliamentary parties for initiators belonging to both
camps.

5. Statistical analysis of the data was done using Stata 10. Data and code is available from
the author’s homepage at: www.tbracuninger.de.

6. We use Cusack and Engelhardt’s (2002) composite unidimensional ideology index, which
is based on Castles and Mair (1984), Huber and Inglehart (1995) and Laver and Hunt
(1992), and ranges from —1 (far left) to +1 (far right).

7. In strong (weak) minority government situations, the median legislator in a given issue
area belongs to the parties in government (opposition).
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