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Parliament is the central political institution in modern democracies in the sense that major 

political decisions require parliamentary approval or, at least, the toleration by a majority of 

the assembly. It is political parties and parliamentary rules that structure the making of 

decisions in parliaments. The structuring role of political parties often has been taken for 

granted in European political science research, but recently has become a more frequent 

object of study.1 Parliamentary institutions have received more specific attention. Cross 

sectional comparison of parliamentary bodies and procedures amount to a sizable body of 

literature (see, e.g., Herman 1976; Döring 1995; Huber 1996a, 1996b; Strøm, Müller, and 

Bergman 2003; Döring and Hallerberg 2004; Döring 2003). Despite some excellent studies 

the specific effects of parliamentary rules still remain comparatively understudied. Most 

English language publications that address this question focus on just one of the core 

functions of parliament – legislation. Yet, parliamentary rules and procedures have important 

effects on other functions of parliament, in particular on controlling the executive and 

exposing political decision-making to the public. And formal parliamentary rules are often 

crucial also for the maintenance of party discipline (e.g. Damgaard 1995). Hence, the capacity 

of political parties to enact their policies and appeal to voters critically depends on the specific 

design of parliamentary rules. Parties therefore care about these rules and typically try to 

exercise influence on institutional design and rule application.  

                                                 
1 See, e.g., Saalfeld (1995), Bowler, Farrell, and Katz (1999), Müller (2000), Müller et al. (2001), Depauw 

(2003), Olsen (2003), Owen (2003), and Sieberer (2006).  
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Yet, our current knowledge with regard to change in parliamentary rules is very 

limited (save those that go hand-in-hand with regime change, e.g. from the Fourth to the Fifth 

French Republic). And the politics of institutional design has remained largely a terra 

incognita.2 Provided that parliamentary rules of procedure are not protected by the 

constitution in most European countries (Müller 2002) there is considerable potential for 

manipulation by parliamentary majorities. Unlike the United States Congress, that has 

motivated a substantial body of research on the politics of institutional change (see, e.g., Bach 

and Smith 1988; Binder 1997, 2006; Dion 1997; Schickler 2000, 2001; Adler 2002; see also 

Gailmard and Jenkins 2007) and the politics of the initial design of parliamentary rules in 

post-soviet countries (e.g. Ostrow 2000), changes of parliamentary institutions in Western and 

Central East European countries have received scant attention.  

Following Tsebelis (1990), we can distinguish efficient and redistributive institutions. 

Efficient institutions are defined by Pareto-optimality: they improve the conditions of (almost) 

all individuals or groups in parliament and therefore can rely on unanimous (or nearly 

unanimous) support. In other words, reforms aim at making parliamentary institutions more 

effective (i.e. improve the capacity of parliament to fulfil its normatively ascribed tasks). 

Alternatively, change in parliamentary rules and procedures may be driven by partisan 

purposes, leading to the creation of redistributive institutions. These improve the conditions of 

one party or set of parties at the costs of others. Consequently, these institutions can rely only 

on the support of a winning coalition.  

The workshop will address the questions of institutional effects and institutional 

design. Regardless whether institutional change aims at making parliamentary rules and 

procedures more effective or (more) redistributive, it is based on an understanding of 

institutional effects (Shepsle 1989). Given information uncertainty the effects resulting from 

institutional change may be intended or unintended. Hence, careful reconstruction of 

                                                 
2 For an early attempt see Baaklini and Heaphey (1977).  
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institutional design processes and the aims and strategies of political actors can considerably 

contribute to our understanding of the politics of institutional design.  

 

Workshop Agenda 

This workshop will seek to bring together current research on how parliamentary institutions 

are working and evolving over time. Specifically, it will discuss how parliamentary 

institutions affect the abilities of political parties to achieve their goals and to what extent 

institutional reform was motivated by partisan (redistributive) goals. Five kinds of papers are 

welcome in particular. First, the workshop seeks theoretical papers that explore the issues of 

institutional design in a parliamentary context. Second, the workshop will allow for papers 

that deal with one particular parliamentary institution (e.g., a specific voting rule, a specific 

instrument of parliamentary control) and its change over time. Third, more general reviews of 

changes in parliamentary rules in single countries are welcome. Fourth, the workshop is 

interested in papers that research the relationship between change in parliamentary rules and 

the parties’ capacities to discipline their MPs. Finally, the workshop welcomes comparative 

empirical papers on parliamentary institutions, the conditions under which they are designed, 

and their implications for party performance and democratic governance.  
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