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Questions of institutional change have recently received increased attention in
comparative politics. Even though comparative legislative research has identiﬁed
important eﬀects of parliamentary rules on processes and outputs as well as large
variation across countries, we know very little about changes in these rules. This article
takes several steps towards mapping and explaining rule changes in European
parliaments. Theoretically, it sketches a model explaining such changes based on the
rational choice notion of institutions as endogenous equilibria. Methodologically, it
proposes two complementary approaches to measure rule changes. In combination,
these measures allow us to identify the content, relevance, and eﬀects of changes in
parliamentary rules. Empirically, the article provides the ﬁrst systematic analysis of all
changes in the parliamentary standing orders of Austria, Germany, and Switzerland
since 1945. This analysis demonstrates that parliamentary rules are changed frequently
and massively. It also identiﬁes diﬀerences across countries and content areas that are
largely in line with theoretical expectations.

The last two decades have witnessed an increased scholarly interest in
questions of institutional design. On the theoretical level, both rational
choice theorists and historical institutionalists have struggled with questions
of institutional choice, stability, and change (see e.g. Calvert 1995; Greif and
Laitin 2004; Héritier 2007; Knight 1992; North 1990; Shepsle 2006a;
Tsebelis 1990 for rational choice studies and Mahoney 2000; Mahoney and
Thelen 2010a; Pierson 2004; Streek and Thelen 2005; Thelen 2003 for
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historical institutionalist accounts). Empirical studies have analysed stability
and change in various central institutions of modern democracies such as
the regime type (e.g. Elster et al. 1998; Sartori 1997), constitutions (Elkins
et al. 2010), electoral systems (e.g. Benoit 2004, 2007; Katz 2005), the power
of the cabinet (Cox 1987), second chambers of parliament (e.g. Congleton
2003; Russell 2000), and the territorial division of power (e.g. Benz and
Behnke 2009; Swendon and Jans 2006). By contrast, we know far less about
the stability and change of parliamentary rules. This neglect is surprising
because parliamentary rules can determine winners and losers of the
political game and are often highly contested among parliamentary actors.
Furthermore, various studies have emphasised institutional variation across
countries (e.g. Döring 1995a; Strøm et al. 2003) and have stressed the
relevance of these rules for parliamentary behaviour and outcomes (e.g. Cox
2000; Döring and Hallerberg 2004; Tsebelis 2002).
In this article, we take several steps towards ﬁlling this gap by focusing on
three questions: (1) Why are parliamentary rules changed? (2) How can we
measure such changes? (3) How much have parliamentary rules changed in
Austria, Germany, and Switzerland since 1945 and how can we account for
observed patterns of stability and change? We argue theoretically that
parliamentary rules can be understood as endogenous equilibria in an
underlying game in which parliamentary actors constantly decide whether to
conduct business in line with existing rules or to change them. Institutional
change comes about when this equilibrium is disturbed due to changes in the
actor constellation or the external environment of parliament leading a
suﬃciently large majority of actors to expect higher payoﬀs with regard to
their substantive goals from a speciﬁc alternative to the institutional status
quo. Methodologically, we suggest two complementary approaches to
measure these changes – one well established in the literature, the other one
newly developed in this article. Together, these approaches allow us to capture
institutional change both in its full breadth and in considerable analytical
depth. Empirically, we demonstrate the usefulness of our new approach for
tracing macro patterns of change in parliamentary rules in Austria, Germany,
and Switzerland over the entire post-World War II period. Our analysis shows
that parliamentary rules are changed frequently and massively and describes
observed macro patterns with regard to the extent and content of these
changes. Furthermore, it provides initial evidence that the observed patterns
are in line with one key aspect of our theoretical model, i.e. the impact of longterm changes in the parliaments’ external environment.
We proceed as follows: the next section reviews the state of research on
changes in parliamentary rules. In the third section, we sketch our
theoretical model for explaining parliamentary rule change. The fourth
section discusses our measurement approach. The ﬁfth section analyses rule
changes in Austria, Germany, and Switzerland since 1945 empirically. We
conclude by summarising our main ﬁndings and pointing out directions for
future research.
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Parliamentary Rules and Institutional Change
Conceptually, we deﬁne parliamentary rules as the set of formal rules that
govern the conduct of politics in the parliamentary arena, including
parliament’s relation with other bodies.1 These rules are typically codiﬁed in
at least two legal documents: Constitutions regulate parliamentary business
in general terms whereas more detailed rules are contained in special
documents labelled ‘standing orders’, ‘rules of procedure’, or the like.2 The
latter’s legal status varies across countries, ranging from quasi-constitutional rank via ordinary legislation to assembly-adopted internal rules.
Accordingly, some enjoy similar entrenchment as constitutions whereas
others remain within the discretion of any parliamentary majority (Bergman
et al. 2003: Table 4.3; Müller 2002: 280–81). Empirically, this article focuses
mostly on the second type of documents that contain the large majority of
parliamentary rules and are changed much more frequently than
parliamentary rules entrenched in the constitution.
Changes in parliamentary rules have rarely been addressed in the
comparative politics literature. While a sizeable body of literature describes
cross-sectional variation in parliamentary institutions (e.g. Döring 1995a;
Strøm et al. 2003), few studies explicitly deal with the choice of speciﬁc rules
and their dynamics. Only one truly comparative study tries to explain
diﬀerences in three particular rules (rights of individual MPs to initiate bills
and to oﬀer amendment and the requirements for invoking cloture) across
55 legislative bodies in 32 countries (Taylor 2006). However, the study is
purely cross-sectional in design with only one observation per parliament
and does not analyse rule changes as such. With regard to the distribution of
leadership oﬃces in cabinet and parliament (so-called ‘mega-seats’), Carroll
et al. (2006) argue theoretically that existing rules should favour the interests
of some parliamentary actors, especially the parliamentary majority. Their
empirical analysis, however, focuses on the theorised eﬀect of these rules –
the distribution of mega-seats – not the rules themselves. Rule changes as
such have been studied intensively only with regard to the US Congress
(Binder 1996, 1997, 2006; Schickler 2000, 2001; Wawro and Schickler 2006;
Dion 1997; Polsby 2004). The main theoretical question in this literature is
whether institutional change should be explained from a partisan
perspective or with a non-partisan model focusing on the median deputy
(compare Binder 1996, 2006 and Schickler 2000). In contrast to such theorydriven approaches, institutional change in European parliament has been
analysed in mostly descriptive single-country studies focusing on one or a
few major reforms (Thaysen 1972; Marschall 1999 for Germany; AuracherJäger 1997 for Austria; Norton 2000, Flinders 2007 for the UK;
Foundethakis 2003 for Greece; Filipe 2009 for Portugal).
Thus we lack both systematic descriptive accounts of the stability and
change of rules in European parliaments over time and a theoretical and
empirical understanding of the factors causing such changes. This limited
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knowledge contrasts sharply with the relevance of the topic. Parliament is
the central political institution in modern democracies in the sense that
major political decisions require parliamentary approval or at least its tacit
toleration. Decision-making in European parliaments is mainly structured
by two factors: Political parties as the main actors pursuing their respective
goals; and parliamentary rules structuring their interaction and inﬂuencing
the outcome of parliamentary struggles. While parties have long been at the
centre of attention in comparative politics, systematic research on
parliamentary rules is of more recent vintage. Theoretically, the rational
choice institutionalist literature shows that parliamentary rules aﬀect actors’
choices by constraining the alternatives to choose from and by assigning
payoﬀs to diﬀerent courses of action. Thus, rational actor behaviour in
parliament is guided by preferences but constrained by institutions, and
many outcomes of parliamentary processes constitute structure-induced
equilibria that critically depend on the rules in force.
Empirically, comparative legislative research has identiﬁed a large variety
of rules that have systematic eﬀects on parliamentary behaviour and
outcomes. In the context of law-making, such rules include the right to
initiate legislation (Mattson 1995), the order of voting and the majority
necessary to win a vote (Rasch 1995), the voting mechanism used (Saalfeld
1995), unilateral amendment powers of cabinet actors (Heller 2001), and the
linkage of legislative proposals to questions of conﬁdence (Huber 1996).
However, the relevance of parliaments in parliamentary democracies is not
restricted to law-making. Parliaments also bring about and hold accountable the cabinet, elect oﬃceholders outside cabinet, and provide an
important arena for parties to address each other and the public in the
context of political competition (Sieberer 2011). Thus, we should also
analyse parliamentary rules beyond the narrow law-making process. Such
rules include instruments to control the cabinet (Schnapp and Harfst 2005)
and reduce informational asymmetries via parliamentary questions (Wiberg
1995; Russo and Wiberg 2010) and committees of inquiry; electoral powers
with respect to various external bodies such as heads of state, constitutional
courts, audit institutions, and ombudsmen (Sieberer 2010, 2011); rules on
agenda setting in the plenary (Döring 1995b); rules on the format of debates
and their compatibility with demands by the mass media (Franklin 1989;
Marschall 2001); and last but not least, rules on the allocation of internal
oﬃces (Carroll et al. 2006; Jenny and Müller 1995) and material resources
such as staﬀ, rooms, and money among parliamentary party groups.
As parliamentary rules systematically aﬀect outcomes, it is hardly
surprising that political actors care a great deal about them and think
about how to use rules to advance their substantive goals. This is most
obvious in situations where the meaning of a rule is contested and actors
compete about its interpretation. Similarly, processes of parliamentary
reform often take years to complete involving hearings of many experts and
engaged debates among MPs. However, we know very little about how
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frequently, for what reasons, and with what results rules are changed in
parliamentary democracies. In addressing these questions, it is useful to
distinguish between two broad types of changes based on their eﬀect on
political competition (Tsebelis 1990). ‘Redistributive changes’ favour some
actors, usually the current majority, at the expense of others whereas
‘eﬃcient changes’ enhance the utility of all or almost all actors.3 Most likely,
diﬀerent processes bring about these diﬀerent types of changes. We take this
point up in the next section, where we sketch a theoretical framework for
explaining changes in parliamentary rules.
Explaining Changes in Parliamentary Rules
Recent political science work on institutional change relies on two broad
theoretical frameworks: Rational choice institutionalism (e.g. Shepsle 1986,
2006b; Tsebelis 1990; Weingast 2002) and historical institutionalism (e.g.
Pierson 2004; Pierson and Skocpol 2002; Thelen 2003; Mahoney and Thelen
2010b). In very general terms, the former focuses on institutional design as a
rational decision by political actors trying to achieve their goals by installing
rules leading to favourable outcomes, whereas the latter concentrates on the
question of how historical continuities guide and constrain institutional
development. This article is rooted in the rational choice paradigm. From
this perspective, institutions are rules that systematically inﬂuence outcomes
by aﬀecting the moves actors can make and the payoﬀs they receive from
their choices (e.g. North 1990; Tsebelis 1990). Most rational choice
institutionalist work treats rules as exogenous and focuses on their eﬀects
on actor behaviour and outcomes. However, institutions are not God-given
features of a political system but are themselves created, maintained, and
changed by human agency.
Following this insight, the design and change of institutions has received
increased theoretical and empirical attention in recent years (e.g. Calvert
1995; Greif and Laitin 2004; Shepsle 2006a, and as an early example Cox
1987). On the theoretical level, models of endogenous institutions start from
substantive goals that actors pursue. For political actors in parliamentary
democracies, i.e. for the most part political parties, the goals of winning
votes, inﬂuencing policy, and attaining oﬃce are central (Müller and Strøm
1999; Strøm 1990). Various institutional rules aﬀect the ability of actors to
reach these goals: Electoral fortunes are inﬂuenced by electoral system rules.
Once the seats are allocated, the ability of actors to inﬂuence policy depends
on rules of parliamentary decision-making and on the existence of
alternative institutional channels of inﬂuence (e.g. powerful heads of states,
second chambers of parliament, sub-national units, constitutional courts,
and instruments of direct democracy). Finally, the chances of obtaining
valuable oﬃces hinge on rules for winning such positions (e.g. cabinet
investiture rules and selection rules for internal and external oﬃces). As
institutions systematically aﬀect actors’ ability to reach their substantive
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goals, institutional design constitutes a distinct strategy to further these
goals and actors can be assumed to have institutional preferences derived
from their substantive goals.
Given such preferences, institutions can be understood as an equilibrium
emerging from an underlying game in which actors constantly decide
whether to abide by or change established ways of doing business. Thus,
rules are neither exogenous nor ontologically diﬀerent from behaviour
(Diermeier and Krehbiel 2003; Shepsle 2006a). Instead, they are persistent
behavioural patterns emerging from the repeated interaction of rational,
goal-oriented actors (Calvert 1995). Such patterns of doing business, which
are often codiﬁed in formal rules, can display high stability as long as the
underlying distribution of institutional preferences is not disturbed. This
‘institutions-as-equilibrium’ perspective is theoretically more powerful than
earlier views of institutions as exogenous rules of the game (e.g. North 1990)
because it allows us to explain decisions within institutions and decisions
about institutions using the same model of strategic interaction among
rational actors.
Based on this perspective, institutional change should occur when the
equilibrium in the underlying game about institutions is disturbed. Such
disturbances can originate from two sources that can be tied to the
distinction between redistributive and eﬃcient change introduced above.
First, changes in the actor constellation and thus the competitive context
can lead actors to expect higher payoﬀs from rules that are diﬀerent from
the existing ones. Such changes include new cabinet compositions and
particularly new cabinet formats (e.g. coalition rather than single-party or
minority rather than majority cabinets), large shifts in voter support leading
governing parties to fear defeat in future elections, and changes in the
ideological makeup of parliament and cabinet after which a new majority
aims for major departures from the policy status quo that may be easier to
achieve under diﬀerent rules. Institutional reforms based on changes in the
actor constellation are likely to be of the redistributive type, i.e. advance the
interests of some actors, usually the current majority,4 at the expense of
others, usually opposition parties.
Second, equilibrium institutions can come under pressure due to
developments in their external environment – in the sense of both exogenous
shocks and long-term trends – that call for the adaptation of rules. Such
external developments include shocks like regime changes after wars and
revolutions as well as long-term trends such as increased parliamentary
workload and complexity of policy questions, developments in the
international realm like European integration, changes in the media system,
and technological change more generally. External developments often pose
challenges for all parliamentary actors alike and are thus likely to result in
eﬃcient changes supported by all or almost all actors. However, reforms in
reaction to external developments can also have redistributive consequences
in how they distribute reform beneﬁts and can be used by rational actors in
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ways that increase their own position in future political competition. This
point is nicely illustrated in Cox’s (1987) argument on how a massive
increase in the number of bills induced by altered objective demands from
urbanised constituencies (an external development) led rational actors to
increase centralisation of decision-making power in the cabinet (a massive
change in parliamentary rules). This change not only solved the common
pool problem regarding scarce parliamentary time but at the same time
strengthened the position and thus served the personal interests of
(majority) party leaders.
Disturbances of equilibrium institutions are necessary but not suﬃcient
conditions for institutional change. They are not suﬃcient because actors
face constraints and costs when altering rules which may outweigh the
beneﬁts of reforms. Constraints derive mainly from exogenous institutions
(‘second-order institutions’ in the terminology of Diermeier and Krehbiel
2003). First, exogenous institutions govern and sometimes hinder the process
of changing rules. For example, some rules can only be changed with
qualiﬁed majorities, and others such as basic human rights in the German
Grundgesetz or the equal representation of states in the US Senate cannot be
altered in a lawful fashion at all.5 Second, exogenous institutions can reduce
the eﬀects of changing particular rules. For example, the consequences of
changing standing orders are limited when basic parliamentary rules are
contained in the constitution. Similarly, the beneﬁts the majority can draw
from changing the rules of the parliamentary game are reduced when other
veto players such as heads of state and second chambers can negate outcomes
of the parliamentary process (Sieberer 2006). Third, exogenous institutions
can provide actors with incentives and disincentives to pursue speciﬁc rule
changes. For example, party-based electoral systems provide incentives for
MPs to support a strong position of party groups in parliamentary business
whereas more candidate-based electoral rules should increase the demand for
opportunities to create individual visibility in parliament.
In addition to the constraining eﬀect of second-order institutions,
institutional change entails political and electoral costs. First, reforming
rules involves transaction costs and thus binds resources that cannot be
spent to serve actors’ substantive goals directly. Second, institutional
change, especially of the redistributive type, can draw negative public
reactions when perceived as partisan tinkering with fundamental rules of
fairness. Thus, actors have to weigh beneﬁts from new rules against costs
associated with the reform process and public reactions to it. To complicate
matters further, costs and beneﬁts are rarely achieved simultaneously,
raising the question of temporal discounting. While transaction costs and
political costs of institutional change occur before or shortly after a reform,
the full beneﬁts of new rules often materialise only in the more distant
future. Furthermore, these beneﬁts are uncertain because actors can neither
perfectly foresee the eﬀects of institutional change nor know in what
position they will ﬁnd themselves in the future.
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To sum up the theoretical argument, institutional change should be
observed when the necessary (according to second-order institutional rules)
majority of actors expects a speciﬁc alternative to the institutional status quo
to yield higher payoﬀs with regard to their substantive goals. To calculate
these payoﬀs, actors have to (1) weigh potential beneﬁts of new rules against
the political and electoral costs of reform, (2) decide on how to discount
future compared to current payoﬀs, and (3) ﬁgure in the uncertainty of
institutional eﬀect and of their own future position under the new rules. This
calculation clearly involves high degrees of uncertainty. This, in turn,
explains why actors do not constantly reshape institutions as was originally
expected by Riker (1980).6 Instead, high costs and uncertain beneﬁts often
lead actors to play the game within existing rules, giving these rules a quasiexogenous quality. Thus, institutional stability can be explained along the
lines indicated above but should not be taken for granted.
Our theoretical argument will be speciﬁed more thoroughly in subsequent
work to yield testable hypotheses on the conditions favouring or hindering
changes in parliamentary rules as well as speciﬁc types of such changes. In
this article, we restrict ourselves to spelling out expectations about the
eﬀects of changes in the external environment calling for the adaptation of
parliamentary rules. We discuss three hypotheses concerning the consequences of European integration, public demand for democratic reforms,
and increases in the workload and complexity faced by parliaments in the
ﬁfth section and ﬁnd initial empirical evidence in line with our model.
Measuring Changes in Parliamentary Rules
Before turning to the empirical analysis, we have to address the question of
how to measure institutional change in parliamentary rules. Existing studies
often focus on major and highly publicised parliamentary reforms. This
approach misses changes that are less far-reaching by themselves and may
thus lead to biased assessments of the frequency and extent of rule changes.
Ideally, a measure of institutional change should capture all instances of
reform and account for their content, relevance, and redistributive or
eﬃcient eﬀects. In practice, no single measure can achieve all these goals.
Thus, we distinguish two complementary measurement approaches.
First, we can code speciﬁc rules that theoretical and empirical work has
identiﬁed as important for parliamentary processes and outcomes. Such
variables include rules on agenda setting (Döring 1995b; Rasch and Tsebelis
2011), voting procedures (Rasch 1995), question rights (Wiberg 1995; Russo
and Wiberg 2010), committee powers (Mattson and Strøm 1995, 2004),
electoral powers (Sieberer 2010, 2011) and the rights of parliamentary party
groups (Heidar and Koole 2000). Changes identiﬁed by this approach are
very likely to have relevant consequences for parliamentary business.
Furthermore, their content and redistributive consequences (if any) can be
assessed relatively easily because we have a clear theoretical understanding
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of their eﬀects. On the other hand, this approach covers only a
comparatively small share of all parliamentary rules and, more problematically, focuses solely on areas that have received systematic scholarly
attention in the past. Thus, it may overlook relevant changes in less
thoroughly studied areas of parliamentary activity.
To avoid these problems, our second measurement approach relies on a
quantitative analysis of the entire text corpus of parliamentary rules. It
compares the complete text of successive versions of parliamentary rules and
detects all changes in the text even if they refer to rules that have not been
analysed by previous research.7 Thus, it is well suited to identify macro
patterns of stability and change across all rules. We further code all rules
according to their content which allows us a ﬁrst assessment of the content
of changes and the identiﬁcation of areas displaying high and low stability.
On the downside, this approach can neither capture the detailed substance
of rule changes nor measure their eﬃcient or redistributive eﬀects.
In the empirical section of the article, we demonstrate the usefulness of
our novel measure and provide a quantitative analysis of all versions of
parliamentary standing orders that were in force in the lower houses of the
Austrian, German, and Swiss parliaments during the post-World War II
period.8 We hand-coded all subparagraphs9 into one content-based category
according to a detailed coding scheme containing 77 mutually exclusive
categories. All subparagraphs were coded independently by two of the
authors. Afterwards, all discrepancies in coding were discussed in detail and
assigned to one category based on the consensus of both coders. For the
descriptive analysis, we aggregate our 77 categories into the following ﬁve
broad ones:
.

.

.

Plenary decision-making contains rules on parliamentary initiatives,
plenary agenda setting, plenary debate, plenary voting, ordinary
legislative procedures in the plenary, speciﬁc decision-making procedures
in the plenary (such as constitutional change, procedures on money bills,
the ratiﬁcation of international treaties, the conduct of EU business,
elections of external oﬃceholders by the plenary, and non-legislative
resolutions) as well as general rules on the relations of parliament to the
public.
Intra-parliamentary units comprises rules related to the organisation,
powers, and procedures of parliamentary committees, parliamentary
leadership oﬃces (e.g. the President, Vice-Presidents, and coordinating
bodies such as a Council of Elders), and parliamentary party groups as
well as powers and duties of individual deputies.
External relations and control includes rules on the relationship between
parliament and the cabinet (investiture votes, conﬁdence and noconﬁdence procedures, and prerogatives of cabinet members in
parliamentary business), control powers of parliament (question rights
and topical debates), parliamentary relations to external bodies (like
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.
.

constitutional courts, the head of state, audit institutions, and ombudsmen) as well as rules on how parliament responds to public demands
voiced via direct democratic instruments and petitions.
Changing rules contains provisions for the process of changing and
interpreting parliamentary rules themselves.
Other is a residual category comprising rules on parliamentary
documents, parliamentary administration, the ﬁrst convening of parliament after an election, discontinuity before elections, ﬁnal provisions on
coming into force of rules, country-speciﬁc rules (e.g. dealing with
language issues in Switzerland), and miscellaneous rules that cannot be
classiﬁed in any of the systematic categories.

Based on this classiﬁcation, we count the number of words in each
category. Comparing these numbers over time gives us a measure of the net
change from one version of the rules to the next. However, this net change
only provides a lower limit of the actual change because additions and
deletions referring to rules in the same category will cancel each other out
and replacements of one word by another are not picked up as changes.
Thus, we use a second indicator measuring gross changes. For this measure,
we identify all words that were added, deleted, and replaced compared to the
previous version and add the three together.

Empirical Patterns of Change in Austria, Germany, and Switzerland
Case Selection and Expectations
Why do we use Austria, Germany, and Switzerland for our empirical
analysis? On the one hand, these countries are similar and thus easy to
compare. First, they use the same language facilitating the comparison of
text length because we do not have to take into account diﬀerences in the
number of words a language needs to express a given content. Second,
they share a common legal tradition making their parliamentary rules
easier to compare. On the other hand, the three countries diﬀer with
regard to relevant independent variables. These diﬀerences can be
exploited to formulate expectations about diﬀerent patterns of rule
change.10
First, changes in parliamentary rules require a two-thirds majority in
Austria whereas simple majorities suﬃce in Germany and Switzerland.
Thus, changes should be less frequent in Austria compared to the other two
countries. Assuming that at least redistributive changes should not occur
against the will of a government party, such changes should only occur
during periods of Grand Coalitions in Austria as only this type of
government can typically rely on the required parliamentary majority. As
there is no reason to assume eﬃcient changes not to be distributed uniformly
over time, changes should in general be more frequent during times of
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Grand Coalition government compared to single-party cabinets and
coalitions with a narrow parliamentary lead.
Second, Austria and Germany are parliamentary systems of government,
whereas Switzerland has an assembly-independent system in which the
executive (Bundesrat) is elected by parliament but not accountable to it after
its election. Thus, the Swiss system is closer to a classic separation of powers
logic. Accordingly, we expect parliamentary control powers to be more
elaborate in Switzerland.
Third, the three parliaments had very diﬀerent pre-1945 trajectories and
diﬀered in many ways at the starting point of our investigation. One such
diﬀerence is that the Swiss parliament developed smoothly, while the
German and Austrian ones went through major upheavals with regime
changes. The Austrian parliament probably experienced the single most
severe one with the end of the Habsburg Empire in 1918. The rules of
procedure in force in 1945 were still largely adapted from those of the
monarchy (Auracher-Jäger 1997) and may thus have entailed a great need
for change. While post-war Germany initially also relied on parliamentary
rules pre-dating the new regime, they were of much more recent origin.11
Another diﬀerence between the three countries is the level of professionalisation in 1945. Switzerland was a clear laggard in this respect due to its
character as a part-time ‘militia parliament’. Over the period covered,
however, all three parliaments were faced with increasing demands from
greater complexity and specialisation of policy issues demanding adaptive
changes in parliamentary rules. Thus, we expect overall more frequent and
more substantial changes in Switzerland in the attempt to make parliament
ﬁt for meeting these new requirements.
In addition to these diﬀerences between countries, we expect some
diﬀerences between the content categories with regard to reform activity.
Rules on plenary decision-making refer to parliamentary tasks that have
always been relevant. While we might see some changes, especially due to a
more detailed regulation of plenary debates, the overall pattern should be
relatively stable. We expect the same stability with regard to rules about
changing and interpreting parliamentary rules and on miscellaneous rules
that do not fall into any of the content categories discussed above.12 On the
other hand, increased demands for professionalisation and specialisation
should be observable in large changes in rules relating to the internal
organisation of parliament. Similarly, we expect an expansion of rules on
external relations and control that mirror the recurrent discussions about
democratic reform and ‘strengthening parliament’.
Our empirical analysis focuses on the standing orders of the lower houses
of parliament in the three countries. In Austria and Germany, these rules are
contained in a single document (the Geschäftsordnung des Nationalrats and
the Geschäftsordnung des Deutschen Bundestages, respectively), whereas the
Swiss rules are divided up between two diﬀerent legal documents: The
Parlamentsgesetz (until 2002 called Geschäftsverkehrsgesetz) contains rules
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on the legislative process in both chambers of parliament and its
relationship to the executive branch, whereas the Geschäftsreglement des
Nationalrats mainly comprises speciﬁc rules on the internal organisation of
the lower chamber. For the analysis, we combine both documents but delete
the few passages of the Parlamentsgesetz that refer exclusively to the
executive branch or the second chamber. Our analysis starts with the ﬁrst
reform after 1945 (1948 in Austria, 1951 in Germany and 1946 in
Switzerland) and covers all reforms until 1 January 2010.
Macro Patterns of Change
How stable are parliamentary standing orders over time? In the period
covered, the Austrian, German, and Swiss rules were changed on 12, 37, and
61 occasions, respectively. As expected, Austria witnessed by far the fewest
changes. Furthermore, 8 of the 12 reforms were passed under a Grand
Coalition government of the SPÖ and ÖVP for which the qualiﬁed majority
requirement to change the rules was easy to achieve.13 Conversely, the Swiss
rules were reformed most frequently, which may be due to the originally low
professionalisation of this militia parliament.
As a consequence of the various reforms, the total length of the rules grew
massively: Treating the ﬁrst version in the sample as baseline, the Austrian
rules almost tripled in length (2.98 times longer), and the German and Swiss
rules grew by factors of 2.59 and 2.69, respectively.14 Thus, parliamentary
rules do change. Figure 1 provides a more detailed picture by plotting the
total number of words in each country’s rules over time.
The ﬁgure shows a steady increase in text length for Austria and
Germany. In Switzerland, we also see a clear increase over time even though
the total number of words slightly decreased after 2005.15 Comparing the
three countries, parliamentary business is regulated most densely in Austria,
which had the longest rules both at the beginning and the end of the period
covered as well as during most of the years in between. Germany comes in
second for most of the period even though its rules were a little longer than
the Austrian ones from 1965 to 1975 and again during the 1980s. The Swiss
rules were the shortest of the three during most of the period, especially
from the 1990s to 2002.16 The particularly dense regulation in Austria is
plausible because the country was long divided between two political camps
that suspiciously monitored each other even when governing together in a
Grand Coalition. This mutual distrust provided strong incentives to codify
parliamentary rules instead of relying on informal conventions, in particular
when combined with a combative opposition, as was the case in the 1980s
and 1990s.
Figure 2 disaggregates the overall changes according to the content-based
categories discussed above and plots the number of words relating to
‘plenary decision-making’, ‘intra-parliamentary units’, ‘external relations
and control’, ‘changing rules’, and the residual category for each country.17
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FIGU RE 1
THE L ENGT H O F P A R L I A ME NT A R Y S T A ND IN G O R D E R S I N A U S T R I A ,
G E R M A N Y , A N D S W I T Z E R L AN D O VE R T IM E ( I N W O R D S )

Table 1 provides a numerical measure of the relative increase in text length
for each category by calculating the ratio of the length of the most recent
compared to the ﬁrst version after 1945.
The data reveal several patterns in line with our expectations on
diﬀerences between the content categories. First, as expected, rules
concerning the change and interpretation of the standing orders are
rather stable over time. Similarly, the increase in the residual ‘other’
category is below the increase in the total text.18 Third, we see the expected
strong increase in rules concerning internal units within parliament in all
countries. This pattern conforms to our expectation that increased
workload and complexity should bring about organisational reactions in
parliament.
Two other ﬁndings, however, run counter to our expectations. First, the
size of the category ‘external relations and control’ more than quadruples
in Austria, while increasing less than average in the other two countries. On
average, the share of this category on the total number of words is highest in
Austria followed by Switzerland and Germany. These numbers refute our
expectation that Switzerland as a non-parliamentary system should put
more weight on control. Instead, the high level of distrust among
parliamentary actors in Austria manifests itself in extensive and growing
rules on control and relations to external bodies. Second, the regulation of
plenary decision-making has clearly increased in all three countries. This
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ﬁnding is somewhat surprising because many aspects covered by this
category have always been integral parts of parliamentary business. leading
us to expect more stability in this category.19
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Plenary decision making
Intra parliamentary units
External relations and control
Changing rules
Other
Total

Austria

Germany

Switzerland

2.41
3.52
4.89
0.86
2.34
2.98

2.23
4.03
1.93
1.51
1.74
2.59

2.66
4.10
1.81
a

2.05
2.69

Notes: The cells contain the ratio of the number of words relating to this category in the last and
the ﬁrst version of the country’s standing order.
a
Not deﬁned because the category is empty for the ﬁrst version of the rules.

The previous analysis relied on net changes in length and thus only
provided a lower limit for the actual amount of change. The real change can
be larger if reforms include both additions and deletions to the text and/or
the replacement of words by others. Thus, we use an additional measure for
gross changes deﬁned as the sum of the numbers of added, deleted, and
replaced words for each reform. Figure 3 presents the data on net and gross
changes for 12 Austrian, 36 German, and 60 Swiss reforms.20 However, we
do not calculate gross change for several reforms in which the ordering of
paragraphs was altered completely in addition to massive changes in the
rules. Under these circumstances, it is almost impossible to systematically
identify all parts of the text that remained the same. For this reason, we do
not provide gross change measures for the 1975 reform in Austria, the 1980
reform in Germany and the Swiss reforms in March 1962, October 1974,
June 1990, October 2003, and December 2003.
Figure 3 shows that the two indicators frequently deviate from each other.
This is particularly visible in the few instances where the net length of the
Swiss rules decreased while the gross measure of change can only take on
positive values. Furthermore, several cases, in which both measures are
positive, show substantial variation between net and gross changes. In 32
cases (ﬁve in Austria, 13 in Germany, and 14 in Switzerland), our gross
change measure is more than twice as high as the absolute value of the net
change, in nine cases (four in Germany and ﬁve in Switzerland) the ratio is
even larger than ﬁve.21 Substantively, this divergence indicates that a
rewriting of parliamentary rules often involves both additions and deletions
in the text. Methodologically, it implies that focusing solely on net changes
involves the risk of missing relevant changes and drawing a biased picture of
the overall extent of reforms. This is certainly a problem for descriptive
analysis. The size of the problem for causal analysis depends on the
correlation between the two indicators. For Austria, the correlation is
extremely high (r ¼ 0.96; p 5 0.001; N ¼ 11) so that analyses using either
indicator as dependent variable will probably come to similar results. For
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Germany, the correlation is lower (r ¼ 0.75, p 5 0.001; N ¼ 35) opening up
the potential for diﬀerent results in causal analysis as well. For Switzerland,
the correlation is very low (r ¼ 0.33; p 5 0.05; N ¼ 55) for the original data
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mainly due to the cases with negative net change values. When we use the
absolute values of both measures, the correlation is only slightly lower than
in Germany (r ¼ 0.70; p 5 0.001; N ¼ 55). Overall, these ﬁndings indicate
that it is often necessary to go through the far more time-consuming process
of measuring gross changes.
Rule Changes in Response to Trends in the External Environment
According to the theoretical model sketched above, long-term trends in the
external environment calling for adaptation on the side of parliaments are one
reason for rule changes. Such external developments should usually lead to
eﬃcient reforms that help all parliamentary actors deal with new or changed
demands and maintain the reputation of parliament as a collective body. In
this section, we identify three such developments, derive expectations about
their eﬀects on rule changes, and confront our expectations with data.
First, the process of European integration has put strain on national
parliaments and led to institutional adaptations such as establishing
specialised EU committees and designing special procedures for dealing
with EU decisions and for inﬂuencing the position taken by the government
in EU negotiations (Auel and Benz 2005; Bergman 1997). This general
trend, however, should have materialised in diﬀerent degrees and at diﬀerent
times in our three countries.22 Germany as a founding member of the EU
should have been the ﬁrst to implement EU-speciﬁc parliamentary
procedures whereas we expect to see such procedures in the Austrian rules
only shortly before the country’s accession to the EU in 1995. Furthermore,
we expect large changes in parliamentary rules subsequent to major
institutional reforms on the European level, especially the increased powers
transferred to the EU under the Maastricht Treaty in 1992 and the extended
role ascribed to national parliaments in the (never ratiﬁed) Constitutional
Treaty in 2004 and the Treaty of Lisbon in 2007. No speciﬁc rules tied to the
EU should exist in Switzerland that is not a EU member state.
Second, the late 1960s and 1970s witnessed intense debates about
democratic reform. Starting from the student protests, new social movements denounced the perceived seclusion of the political system and
demanded additional institutional means for citizen participation. At least
some of these demands were taken up by parliamentary reforms, for
example implementing new rules on the publicity of proceedings and new
forms of topical debates. A second phase of such reform demands is
associated with the end of the Cold War. After the perceived victory of the
Western democratic system over its communist rival, new requests surfaced
to further democratise existing democracies. Given these external trends, we
expect to see rule changes referring to democratic reforms in all three
countries, especially in the late 1960s/early 1970s and again in the 1990s.
Third, an established literature on institutionalisation points to increasing
demands for specialisation and professionalisation due to the increased
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workload and complexity faced by parliamentary actors (Polsby 1968;
Loewenberg and Patterson 1979; Copeland and Patterson 1994). Strengthening parliamentary committees is often regarded as the most promising
organisational strategy to address the need for specialisation and division
of labour in parliaments (Krehbiel 1991). Thus, we expect to see an increase
in the length of rules regulating committees. However, this eﬀect should not
be uniform across countries because especially the German Bundestag
featured a strong committee system from 1949 onwards. By contrast, the
Swiss parliament started out with few rules referring to committees leading
us to expect more fundamental changes in response to external pressures.
Similarly – as a heritage of the Habsburg Empire – the Austrian rules
of procedure had left much of the committee rights and details of
proceedings unregulated at the beginning of our period of observation (see
Auracher-Jäger 1997; Fischer 1975). Thus, we expect greater increases in
rules relating to committees in Switzerland and Austria compared to
Germany.
To test these expectations, we have to specify which rules should be
aﬀected by these three trends in the external environment. This is fairly
simple for European integration, where we use all rules on procedures
related to EU business and on specialised EU committees. To capture
responses to democratic reform demands, we use all rules on direct
democracy, topical debates, parliamentary questions, petitions, committees
of enquiry, and parliamentary enqueˆtes (ﬁnding commissions) because these
instruments all provide for increased transparency of the political process.
Finally, we focus on rules related to parliamentary committees (other than
EU committees and committees of inquiry and enqueˆtes which are included
in the measures of European integration and democratic reform, respectively) to measure changes in response to increased workload and
complexity because committees are usually considered the main vehicle
for increasing organisational capacities. Figure 4 shows the development of
the number of words in these three categories of rules over time in our three
countries. As we report the total number of words, the changes visible in the
graphs are net changes.
The empirical data are largely in line with our expectations. As
predicted, Germany was the ﬁrst country to implement parliamentary
rules referring to the EU in 1980. Austria followed in the summer 1993,
i.e. one and a half years before joining the EU. In both countries, the
amount of regulation increased massively in 1994 and 1996, respectively,
in reaction to the increased powers of the EU under the Maastricht
Treaty. A second dramatic increase is observed in 2008 and 2005,
respectively, linked to the institutional reforms of the (failed) Constitutional Treaty and the subsequent Treaty of Lisbon. Thus, the timing of
these rule changes clearly corresponds to major steps in the European
integration process as well as to the country-speciﬁc date of accession.
Furthermore, the level of regulation is quite similar in both countries,
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supporting the argument that parliaments react similarly to long-term
changes in external demands. As expected, Switzerland has hardly any
rules related to the EU. In 1991, a permanent subcommittee of the
committee on foreign aﬀairs was established to deal with European
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issues. However, this subcommittee is no longer mentioned in the rules
after the 2002 reform.
Second, rule changes relating to demands for democratic reform are
observed in all three countries roughly during the times expected. In
Austria, major expansions are observed in 1975 (dealing particularly with
parliamentary questions, committees of inquiry, topical debates, and direct
democracy), 1988 (relating to petitions and topical debates), and 1997
(expanding rules on committees of inquiry); at least the ﬁrst and the last of
these dates fall clearly within the time periods identiﬁed as times of intense
democratic reform debates. In Germany, the largest increase is observed in
1970 (dealing mainly with parliamentary questions); a smaller one comes
somewhat later than expected in the comprehensive rewriting of rules in
1980 (introducing topical debates).23 In Switzerland, ﬁnally, we see a large
increase in 1966 due to the introduction of committees of inquiry followed
by relative stability. Overall, Germany and Austria show very similar
patterns of expanding rules related to democratic reform demands,
especially if we include the special law on committees of inquiry in the
German Bundestag (see note 23). The Swiss rules, on the other hand,
contain fewer rules related to democratic reforms; note however that direct
democracy as the most important element of direct citizen inﬂuence in
Switzerland is regulated by legal sources other than the standing orders and
thus does not enter our analysis.
Third, we observe the expected increase in regulation concerning
parliamentary committees. Contrary to our expectations, the trends for
the three countries are very similar. Furthermore, changes occur more
continuously than in the other graphs. Thus, reforms of the committee
system seem to be more gradual, possibly as a reaction to continuous
changes in the demands confronted by committees. Finally, the countryspeciﬁc diﬀerences in the level of regulation are interesting. Despite the
strong position of Bundestag committees documented in the comparative
literature, German rules spend fewer words on committees than the
Austrian and Swiss ones. A portion of this diﬀerence is due to the fact
that the Austrian and particularly Swiss rules contain extensive regulation
on speciﬁc committees (in the Swiss case especially the supervisory
committees) whereas most German rules apply to all committees alike. If
mentions of speciﬁc committees are excluded, the German and Swiss rules
contain approximately equal number of words on committees. The Austrian
rules, however, still contain more regulation on committees even when
controlling for the greater overall length of these rules.
The empirical analysis of changes in rules on parliamentary involvement
in the European integration process, rules providing transparency and
citizen participation, and rules that aﬀect the capacity of parliament to
master increases in workload and policy complexity served two main
purposes: First, it demonstrated the usefulness of our second measurement
approach that relies on the hand-coding of parliamentary rules. Second, it
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allowed a ﬁrst test of one part of our theoretical framework, i.e. reforms as
responses to external developments that disturb equilibrium institutions. We
singled out three external trends that ought to be of general interest and
allow relatively speciﬁc expectations about what rules should be changed.
We found these expectations borne out in our three countries. This, of
course, does not rule out the possibility that partisan considerations have
informed the choice of the speciﬁc responses to the external challenges and
that actors have beneﬁted diﬀerently from these reforms (Cox 1987). Nor
does this article provide an empirical test of theoretical arguments about
how changes in the actor constellation disturb equilibrium institutions and
should lead to redistributive reforms. We leave an empirical analysis of these
arguments to future work. We think, however, that the evidence provided
on eﬃcient changes makes a strong case for the plausibility of our
theoretical reasoning and our novel measurement approach and encourages
further work along these lines.
Conclusion
Despite increased scholarly attention to questions of institutional change
our knowledge of reforms in parliamentary rules outside the United States is
very limited. This article took several steps towards ﬁlling this gap:
Theoretically, we sketched a rational choice institutionalist model for
explaining rule changes as the outcome of rational actors’ choices based on
their substantive and, derived from those, institutional preferences. We
conceptualised institutions as equilibria in an underlying game on how to
conduct business. Based on this perspective, we predicted institutional
change in situations where this underlying equilibrium is disturbed and a
majority of actors expects higher net beneﬁts from a distinct alternative to
the institutional status quo. The article identiﬁed both factors that can
disturb equilibrium institutions (changes in the actor constellation as well as
shocks and long-term trends in the external environment) and factors that
stabilise existing institutional arrangements (second-order institutions,
political and electoral costs of reforms, and uncertainty about future
payoﬀs under diﬀerent rules). While we did not specify the theoretical model
fully in this article, we did spell out expectations about the eﬀects of three
long-term trends in the external environment on rule changes.
Methodologically, we suggested two approaches to measure rule changes:
changes in speciﬁc institutional variables identiﬁed as relevant by previous
theoretical and empirical research, and quantitative analysis of all changes
to the text corpus which can be divided up based on the content of each rule.
Combining these approaches allows us to map rule changes in their entire
breadth while also providing suﬃcient analytic depth by identifying
expected eﬀects of changes in speciﬁc variables. We demonstrated the
usefulness of our newly developed quantitative measure and the contentbased coding scheme for parliamentary rules by applying it to all rule
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changes in the lower parliamentary chambers of Austria, Germany, and
Switzerland after 1945.
The empirical analysis revealed frequent and massive changes in
parliamentary rules with regard to diﬀerent aspects of parliamentary
activity. It clearly demonstrated that these rules cannot be assumed to be
exogenous to political competition and stable over time. Second, we
detected systematic diﬀerences between countries and content areas that are
mostly in line with our theoretical expectations. Finally, we demonstrated
that three long-term trends – European integration, demands for democratic
reform, and increasing workload and complexity – go hand in hand with
changes in related parliamentary rules. While this temporal coincidence
should not be taken as proof of a causal relationship because we did not
control for alternative explanations, it does provide initial empirical support
for key claims of the theoretical model.
Despite its theoretical, methodological, and empirical merits, this article is
only a ﬁrst step in a systematic analysis of parliamentary rules changes in
European democracies. In closing, let us thus outline the road to be taken in
future research. On the theoretical level, we will more thoroughly specify the
model only sketched in this article and derive hypotheses on factors that make
change in general, as well as redistributive and eﬃcient changes in particular,
more or less likely. Empirically, we will broaden our sample to include all
Western European democracies. This research will provide a systematic
account of the degree of stability and change in parliamentary rules using the
two measures of change discussed above and further our understanding of its
causes by systematically testing the theoretically derived hypotheses, both
with regard to eﬃcient changes on which we provided some evidence above
and to redistributive reforms we leave to future work.
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Notes
1. We conﬁne our argument to formal rules for both theoretical and practical reasons.
Theoretically, the eﬀects of informal rules like conventions on appropriate behaviour rest
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2.

3.
4.

5.

6.

7.
8.
9.

10.
11.
12.

13.

on shakier ground because they lack formal enforcement mechanisms. Even though
conventions can at times be enforced by informal sanctions, they should not have the same
continuous constraining eﬀect on actors as enforceable formal rules. Practically, it is almost
impossible to identify all relevant conventions that were in force in a large set of
parliaments over an extended period of time as even country experts often have problems
specifying when a behavioural pattern solidiﬁed into a universally accepted informal rule.
By focusing on formal rules we certainly miss some conventions that inﬂuence actors’
behaviour. However, this limitation is mitigated by the fact that informal rules are often
codiﬁed at a later point in time, especially if their content was contested. Thus,
parliamentary actors obviously do diﬀerentiate between formal and informal rules and
invest resources into formalising only some conventions, most likely the ones they consider
worth carrying the costs that come with formalisation.
Additional parliamentary rules are sometimes contained in speciﬁc laws, as for example the
law on parliamentary committees of inquiry in Germany. Including all parliamentary rules
in such laws is impossible due to the large number of potentially relevant sources. However,
it is plausible to assume that the overwhelming part of parliamentary rules including the
most important ones is contained in either the constitution or the standing orders.
Similarly, rules themselves can be characterised as eﬃcient or redistributive depending on
whether they are in the interest of all parliamentary actors or only a subset of them.
If the current majority fears to lose in upcoming elections, it may have incentives to
strengthen the position of the opposition in order to proﬁt from these very rights in the
future.
Of course, such rules can be overthrown by extra legal means in a revolutionary move. We
do not discuss such instances as they are clearly beyond the scope of democratic
institutional design.
To some extent, this conclusion depends on additional assumptions regarding actors’
attitudes towards risk. Our conclusions hold for risk neutral and risk averse actors but may
be diﬀerent under the assumption of risk acceptance. However, risk acceptant behaviour,
i.e. an inclination to gamble, is unlikely in the parliamentary context where stakes tend to
be high.
The comparison was performed using DiﬀDoc (http://www.softinterface.com/index.htm,
accessed 18 April 2011).
In future work, we will also use the alternative measurement approach based on speciﬁc
institutional variables.
A subparagraph is any syntactic unit under a legal paragraph (x) or article that is marked
oﬀ by an own numbering, e.g. ‘a’ or ‘(1)’. Such subparagraphs can still consist of more than
one sentence. We treat the subparagraph as the smallest unit of analysis and assign it to one
category as a whole.
As these are not rigorously derived from a theoretical model, we use the term ‘expectations’
instead of ‘hypotheses’.
From 1949 to 1951, the Bundestag used a slightly revised version of the 1922 rules from the
Weimar Republic while drawing up new rules that were passed in December 1951.
These miscellaneous rules often refer to country speciﬁc factors (e.g. language issues in
Switzerland) or to matters of parliamentary administration that should be quite stable over
time.
However, the largest reform in 1975 was passed under a one party SPO cabinet with the
support of the opposition. This theoretically surprising ﬁnding is quite understandable in
light of the competitive context after 1945. The Grand Coalition governments of the
immediate post war period commanding more than 90 per cent of the parliamentary
seats had not been concerned with strengthening minority rights. When the series of
Grand Coalition cabinets gave way to the single party majority cabinet of the OVP in 1966,
the then opposition SPO raised the issue of strengthening minority rights. Consistent with a
redistributive logic, the OVP rejected the demand. When the SPO replaced the OVP in
government in 1970, installing a minority cabinet, the situation suggested that it was
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14.

15.

16.
17.
18.
19.

20.

21.
22.

23.

politically opportune for the SPO to uphold its demand. It nevertheless took several years
to conclude inter party negotiations, and the ﬁnal decision was made shortly before the
1975 elections. As Fischer (1975: 309) put it, it was enacted in a situation where neither the
government nor the opposition could be certain who would be the main beneﬁciary of the
more opposition friendly rules. All other larger reforms comprising net changes of more
than 1,000 words were passed under Grand Coalitions.
The total number of words increased from 7,908 to 23,540 in Austria, from 7,417 to 19,201
in Germany, and from 6,592 to 17,757 in Switzerland. Headings and numbers of
paragraphs are not included in the word counts.
In addition, the constitutions of the three countries contain rules on parliament. These
rules are changed over time as well, albeit less frequently and less extensively. We currently
have measures on the length of constitutional rules referring to parliament for three points
in time spaced about equally over the period of investigation. In Austria, the number of
words relating to parliament increased from 2,562 in 1948 via 2,843 in 1980 to 5,071 in
2010. In Germany, the respective numbers are 1,855 (1949), 2,746 (1980), and 2,980 (2010).
The Swiss constitution contains by far the fewest rules on parliament, amounting to a total
number of 385 words in 1946, 391 words in 1980 and 865 words in 2010. These numbers
show that the largest part of parliamentary rules is indeed contained in the parliamentary
standing orders analysed in this article.
The length of the Swiss rules temporarily dropped in October 2002 when the
Geschäftsreglement was cut by more than 30 per cent. However, this cut was part of the
larger reform that replaced the old Geschäftsverkehrsgesetz with the new Parlamentsgesetz
two months later. At the end of the reform, the total number of words had grown
considerably due to a massive increase in the length of the Parlamentsgesetz.
The same ordering of countries is observed in constitutional rules on parliament (see note
14).
As these ﬁve categories are mutually exclusive and jointly exhaustive, an addition of the ﬁve
lines would recreate the total number of words displayed in Figure 1 for each country.
A larger increase is observed for the 2002 reform in Switzerland. This increase is mainly due
to extensive ﬁnal provisions on the coming into force of new and expiry of old rules.
As this category is rather heterogeneous, we also calculated stability only for rules that refer
to ordinary lawmaking (initiation of bills; debate, amendment, and voting on bills; referral
of bills to committees). The resulting ratios for the length of the last compared to the ﬁrst
version are lower for Austria (2.25) and especially Germany (1.49) but higher for
Switzerland (3.05) when compared with the ratios for the broader category in Table 1.
Thus, the rules on lawmaking in a narrow sense also grew considerably since 1945.
We cannot calculate the number of changed words for the ﬁrst observation in Germany and
Switzerland because of missing data on the rules in eﬀect before 1951 (in Germany) and
1946 (in Switzerland), respectively.
We use the absolute value of the net change measure in order to make the cases of net
decrease in Switzerland comparable.
These diﬀerences highlight another advantage of our country selection. Among Western
European democracies, Switzerland is one of only three non EU countries (besides Norway
and Iceland) while Germany and Austria have very distinct trajectories of EU membership.
Since 2001, a special law regulates procedures of committees of inquiry in the Bundestag
(Untersuchungsausschussgesetz). In 2010, this law comprised 3,519 words. If these rules are
included in the count, the total number of words regarding democratic reform in Germany
is much closer to the level observed in Austria from 2001 onwards.
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