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Chapter 7

The sequenƟal approach
evaluated

7.1 The decision-making mechanisms

TreaƟng poliƟcal parƟes as unitary actors is one of the most prevalent assumpƟons in
both poliƟcal theory and empirical poliƟcal science, as well in pracƟce. Party group unity
in parliament is considered ‘normal’ (Olson, 2003, 165) or even ‘natural’ (Patzelt, 2003,
102), and as such is oŌen taken for granted. However, as pointed out by Kam (2009, 16)
party group unity “must be constructed one MP at a Ɵme”. We argue that party group
unity is a collecƟve phenomenon, that the degree to which party groups are unified
is the result of the aggregaƟon of individual MPs’ behavior, and that each individual
MP’s behavior is brought about by his individual decision-making process consisƟng of a
number of different stages that take place in a parƟcular order. Although our decision-
making model may not be exhausƟve and represent somewhat of a simplificaƟon of MP
decisionmaking, it does include themost important pathways idenƟfied in the literature
on party group unity.

Moreover, although previous studies on party group unity have found voƟng unity
to co-vary with parƟcular insƟtuƟonal configuraƟons, the main argument forwarded in
this book is that parliamentary party unity is not affected by insƟtuƟons directly, but that
these insƟtuƟons affect the decision-makingmechanisms thatMPs apply in determining
whether to toe the party group line or dissent from it. Indeed, this is oŌen implicitly
acknowledged in research that focuses on explaining party voƟng unity in the theoreƟcal
arguments used to underpin the hypotheses about the effects of insƟtuƟons on party
group unity. In our three empirical studies, we studied the occurrence and the relaƟve
contribuƟon of these pathways, i.e., to what extent party groups in parliament can count
on each of themechanisms to get theirMPs to fall in line, andwhether and how these co-
vary with different cross-country insƟtuƟonal seƫngs (chapter 4), levels of government
(chapter 5), and changes in the electoral arena over Ɵme (chapter 6).

207



7.1. The decision-making mechanisms

In most of the 15 naƟonal parliaments included in our first study (chapter 4), pre-
vious research shows party voƟng unity to be very high—in some cases close to per-
fect (Andeweg and Thomassen, 2011a; Carey, 2007, 2009; Carrubba et al., 2006, 2008;
Depauw and MarƟn, 2009; Kam, 2001a,b, 2009; Lanfranchi and Lüthi, 1999; Sieberer,
2006). However, studies that focus on the ulƟmate dependent variable—party voƟng
unity—do not tell us anything about how MPs come to vote with the party group, and
whether the relaƟve contribuƟon of the different decision-makingmechanisms thatMPs
apply is the same in all parliaments. In other words, the decision-making mechanisms
applied by MPs that parƟes can generally count on for their MPs to toe the party group
line,—cue-taking, agreement, loyalty and obedience—may differ per individual MP, and
per parliament. In addiƟon, and in line with what is menƟoned above, we expected each
of the decision-making mechanisms to be affected by insƟtuƟonal seƫngs, and in the
first study we focused on the influence of parliamentary government (and thus the dif-
ference between MPs whose parƟes partake in government and those in opposiƟon),
electoral insƟtuƟons and MPs’ parƟes’ candidate selecƟon procedures.

Although the number of studies on party group unity at the subnaƟonal level pales
in comparison to those that deal with party group unity at the naƟonal level, party (vot-
ing) unity seems to be the rule in (European) parliamentary democracies at the sub-
naƟonal level as well (Copus, 1997a,b, 1999b; Cowley, 2001; Davidson-Schmich, 2000,
2001, 2003; Denters et al., 2013; Deschouwer, 2003; Dewan and Spirling, 2011; Patzelt,
2003; Stecker, 2013). However, because at the subnaƟonal level electoral districts, leg-
islatures and party groups are smaller than at the naƟonal level, and the subnaƟonal
levels’ powers and jurisdicƟon are more limited than the naƟonal levels’, we expected
that the way in which party groups achieve unity, i.e., the relaƟve contribuƟon of the dif-
ferent decision-making mechanisms, is different at the subnaƟonal level than it is at the
naƟonal level. In our second study (chapter 5), we first analyzed representaƟves’ ap-
plicaƟon of the decision-making mechanisms in the naƟonal and regional parliaments
from the nine mulƟlevel countries included in the ParƟRep Survey. We then repeated
the analysis of the four sequenƟal decision-making mechanisms at the Dutch naƟonal,
provincial andmunicipal level, as the case offered us more variaƟon on the independent
variable, and allowed us to keep the country context and insƟtuƟonal seƫngs constant.

Our third and final study (chapter 6) dealt with the quesƟon whether the changes
in the electoral arena over Ɵme, including increased electoral volaƟlity and parƟsan
dealignment, have affected MPs’ behavior and parƟes’ ability to maintain party group
unity in the legislaƟve arena (the ‘two-arena model’, Mayhew, 1974). We looked at
behavioral party group unity in terms of the number of party defecƟons (measured in
terms ofMPswho leave their party group but stay in parliament), party voƟng unity (Rice
scores) and the frequency and depth of voƟng dissent over Ɵme in the Second Cham-
ber of the Dutch naƟonal parliament. Our analysis showed that although party defec-
Ɵons are infrequent, their occurrence has increased slightly over Ɵme. This is, however,
mainly the result of the increase in the number of new party groups in parliament; the
number of defecƟons among established parƟes is limited to two or three over the en-
Ɵre period since the Second World War. Party voƟng unity is very high, and has even
increased slightly over Ɵme. At first sight, this would seem to indicate that (established)
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7.1. The decision-making mechanisms

parƟes’ ability to maintain party group unity is unaffected by changes in the electorate,
and that parliament is indeed isolated from the electoral arena (the ‘one-arena model’,
Bowler, 2000). However, we argue that this is unlikely, as relying solely on the insƟ-
tuƟons of parliament to maintain party group unity would be a risky strategy from the
perspecƟve of poliƟcal parƟes. We therefore expected that while the changes in the
electoral arena may have affected certain decision-making mechanisms, ‘parƟes as or-
ganizaƟons’ have taken acƟve measures to increase the relaƟve contribuƟon of other
mechanisms to counteract, and thus minimize, the effects of the changes in the elec-
torate.

In the subsecƟons and tables below, we summarize our findings from the three stud-
ies, and draw comparisons between the studies for each of the decision-making mech-
anisms. As menƟoned in the introducƟon of this book, because the studies involved
numerous different parliaments at different levels of government at different points in
Ɵme, and the survey quesƟons used tomeasure the decision-makingmechanisms some-
Ɵmes differ across the three studies, comparison across the studies should be done
carefully. This secƟon is followed by with some suggesƟons of avenues for future re-
search, with a specific focus on ways in which we can improve our measurement of the
decision-making mechanisms in MP surveys. The chapter ends with a discussion of the
implicaƟons of our findings.

7.1.1 Division of labor
According to the sequenƟal decision-making model, when determining how to vote in
parliament, an MP first gauges whether he has a personal opinion on the vote at hand.
An MPmay not have a personal opinion on all topics that are put to a vote, and may not
have the Ɵme and resources to enable him to form a personal opinion. If this is the case,
the MP votes according to the cues given to him by his fellow party group members
who are specialized in, and/or who act as a spokesperson for the party group on the
maƩer, or the party group leadership itself. Cue-taking as a decision-making mechanism
is made both possible and necessary by the party group’s applicaƟon of a division of
labor; in order to deal with theworkload of parliament it is more efficient for party group
members to each specialize in parƟcular policy areas. As highlighted in chapter 3, cue-
taking is an oŌen (implicitly) acknowledged, but probably the most under-researched,
pathway to party group unity.

We did not formulate any hypotheses concerning the influence of electoral and can-
didate selecƟon insƟtuƟons on cue-taking for our study of the 15 naƟonal parliaments,
because we argued that this pathway is likely to be most affected by legislaƟve insƟ-
tuƟons, such as parliamentary party group size, legislaƟve workload and parliamentary
(party group) rules. However, our descripƟve staƟsƟcs provide some evidence of par-
Ɵes’ applicaƟon of the division of labor in our 15 naƟonal parliaments, as 50 percent
of MPs consider themselves specialists, and over 60 percent answer that it is (mostly)
true that the parliamentary party spokesperson determines the party’s posiƟon on his
topic (see subsecƟon 4.3.1, not shown in Table 7.1). From this we can infer that MPs are
likely to engage in cue-taking when it comes to voƟng on issues outside of their arena of
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7.1. The decision-making mechanisms

experƟse for which they lack a personal opinion.
Although our expectaƟon was that cue-taking would play a less important role at

the subnaƟonal level than at the naƟonal level as the result of the relaƟvely smaller size
of parliaments and party groups which limits party groups’ ability to apply a division
of labor among their party members (see Table 7.1), we actually found very few differ-
ences between regional and naƟonal representaƟves in our nine mulƟlevel countries
(see subsecƟon 5.3.1). It may be that the naƟonal and subnaƟonal legislatures in these
countries aremore similar thenwe assumed them to be. In the Dutch case, however, the
percentage of representaƟves who consider themselves specialists is slightly higher at
the naƟonal level than at the subnaƟonal levels, andwe found that at themunicipal level
itself, the percentage of specialists decreases with municipal council size (the laƩer is
not shown in Table 7.1). Moreover, the percentage of representaƟves who consider the
statement that the party group spokesperson determines the posiƟon of the party group
on his topic (mostly) true, as well as the percentagewho idenƟfy the party group special-
ist or leadership as the main decision-making center in the parliamentary party group,
also decrease as we move down the ladder of government levels (see subsecƟon 5.4.1).
It therefore seems, that at least in the Netherlands where we were able to include rela-
Ɵvely small municipal councils which are likely to have very small party groups, that the
division of labor and associated decision-making mechanism of cue-taking play a less
important role at the subnaƟonal level than at the naƟonal level, as expected.

In our study on the Dutch naƟonal parliament over Ɵme, we argued that in order to
deal with the increasedworkload of parliament, cue-taking as a decision-makingmecha-
nismwould have increased in importance over Ɵme as party groups are expected to have
increased the strength of the division of labor. There are indeed some indicaƟons that
over Ɵme Dutch MPs have increased their reliance on the cues given to them by their
party group spokesperson when it comes to voƟng on maƩers that MPs did not deal
with themselves for the party group. Moreover, when it comes to the main decision-
making center in the parliamentary party group, the percentage of DutchMPswho iden-
Ɵfy the party specialist or the party leadership as the main decision-making center also
increased over Ɵme, which points in the direcƟon of the consolidaƟon of a stricter divi-
sion of labor and hierarchical decision making within the parliamentary party group (see
subsecƟon 6.5.1).

7.1.2 Party agreement
If anMP does have a personal opinion on themaƩer that is put to a vote, hemoves on to
the second decision-making stage, at which he assesses whether his opinion coincides
with the posiƟon of his party group. If this is the case, anMP votes according to the party
group line out of simple agreement. As opposed to the division of labor and its associ-
ated decision-making mechanism cue-taking, party groupmembers’ shared preferences
as a pathway to party group unity is probably most widely acknowledged and theorized
(Andeweg and Thomassen, 2011a; Bailer et al., 2011; Hazan, 2003; Kam, 2001a, 2009;
Krehbiel, 1993; Norpoth, 1976). And all three of our studies do indeed confirm the im-
portance of agreement as a decision-makingmechanism in determining representaƟves’
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7.1. The decision-making mechanisms

voƟng behavior.
In order to gauge party agreement, we used a quesƟon included in the 2010 ParƟRep

Survey that asked respondents how oŌen they disagree with the party’s posiƟon on a
vote in parliament. Of all MPs in our 15 naƟonal parliaments, 60 percent infrequently
disagree with the party on a vote in parliament. And although there are some differ-
ences between parliaments, in all countries over half of MPs indicate that they disagree
infrequently with the party line, entailing that in all parliaments party agreement is likely
to be a relaƟvely important pathway to party group unity. In terms of the influence of
insƟtuƟons, we argued that party selectorates are likely to select candidates whose pol-
icy preferences match their own, and thus expected MPs in parƟes with exclusive and
centralized candidate selecƟon procedures to bemore likely to frequently agreewith the
party line than MPs in parƟes in which candidate selecƟon is more inclusive and decen-
tralized, because the laƩer is likely to encompass a larger selectorate (which is likely to
have a broader range of preferences) and limits the naƟonal party’s (leadership’s) control
over which candidates are selected to run for elecƟon (see Table 7.2). And indeed, in our
15 naƟonal parliaments, MPs from parƟes in which candidate selecƟon is concentrated
in the hands of the naƟonal party leaders or a naƟonal party agency are more likely to
usually agree with the party than MPs who are selected by subnaƟonal party leaders or
agencies, or party primaries at any level of the party organizaƟon (see subsecƟon 4.3.2).

Building on this same line of argumentaƟon, we hypothesized that MPs in party-
oriented electoral systems (where voters are unable to cast a preference vote and/or
there are few incenƟves for personal-vote seeking and intra-party compeƟƟon)would be
more likely to frequently agree with the party than MPs from more candidate-oriented
electoral systems, because in the case of the former a party’s selectorate’s control over
candidates extends into the electoral arena. Our results are somewhat mixed, however.
Although on its own voters’ inability to cast a personal vote for an individual candidate
has a posiƟve effect on party agreement, this effect actually decreases when district
magnitude increases. This may be the result of our rather crude measure of the ‘party-
orientedness’ of electoral systems, or the coding of parƟcular countries.1

We also find that government parƟcipaƟon has a negaƟve effect on MPs’ propensity
to frequently agree with the party in our 15 naƟonal parliaments. This is in line with our
reasoning that domesƟc and internaƟonal circumstances, and in the case of coaliƟon
government, the coaliƟon agreement, may lead governments to take (ad hoc) measures
that are not included in the party program or electoral manifesto, which their parlia-
mentary counterparts are sƟll expected to support, but individual MPs may not agree
with.

The percentage of representaƟves who infrequently disagree with the party’s po-
siƟon on a vote in parliament in the nine mulƟlevel countries is higher at the regional
level than at the naƟonal level, entailing that party agreement is a relaƟvely stronger
pathway to party group unity at the subnaƟonal level (see subsecƟon 5.3.2). This is in
line with our hypothesis, as we expected that party agreement would play a relaƟvely

1 As menƟoned in footnote 17 in chapter 4, alternaƟve classificaƟons of the formal properƟes of electoral
systems were also tested, yielding similar results.
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7.1. The decision-making mechanisms

more important role at the subnaƟonal level as a result of the smaller size of parliaments
and party groups. Although party agreement is stronger at all levels of government in
the Netherlands than in almost all of the nine mulƟlevel countries in the ParƟRep Sur-
vey, the percentage point difference between the naƟonal and the subnaƟonal levels
of Dutch government is about the same as between the naƟonal and regional level in
our nine mulƟlevel countries. At the municipal level, the percentage of councilors who
indicate to frequently agree with the party increases as council size decreases, thus sup-
porƟng our argument that party agreement is easier to obtain in smaller party groups
(see subsecƟon 5.4.2).

In the Dutch case we also saw that whereas there is no relaƟonship between na-
Ɵonal MPs’ involvement in the party group and the frequency of disagreement, at the
subnaƟonal level the more councilors feel involved in the decision making of their party
group, the more likely they are to frequently agree with their party on a vote. Given
that the percentage of representaƟves who completely agree that they feel involved in
the decision making in their party group is much higher at the lower levels of govern-
ment (especially the municipal level) than at the naƟonal level, the analysis of the Dutch
case provides evidence for the noƟon that party agreement is not only determined by
insƟtuƟons external to the parliamentary arena (such as candidate selecƟon), and that
the mechanisms do not stand in isolaƟon of each other; party agreement is also depen-
dent on the way in which party group decision making is organized (i.e., whether party
groups apply a division of labor and allow the party group spokesperson to determine
the posiƟon of the party group, or party group decision making and posiƟon creaƟon is
organized in a more collecƟve manner within the party group).

Although the Dutch Parliamentary Studies do not allow us to assess the frequency
of disagreement in the Dutch parliament over Ɵme, we were able to ascertain both the
ideological homogeneity among the party group member from the three largest par-
Ɵes, as well the distance all MPs perceive between their own and their party’s posiƟon
on the LeŌ-Right ideological scale. Our expectaƟon was that parƟes would have taken
measures to counteract the effects of electoral dealignment by making party agreement
a more important candidate selecƟon criterion over Ɵme. Whereas parƟes have been
able to maintain a high degree of ideological homogeneity among their MPs within their
party group, the distance MPs perceive between their own and their party’s posiƟon
actually increased over Ɵme (see subsecƟon 6.5.2). Given this increased distance, it is
likely that DutchMPs have over Ɵme becomemore likely to find themselves at odds with
the posiƟon of their party.

7.1.3 Party loyalty
At the third stage of our decision-making sequence, at which an MP finds himself in the
situaƟon that his party group has one posiƟon on a vote in parliament, but he himself
does not share that posiƟon, anMPmust decidewhether his subscripƟon to the norm of
party group loyalty is strong enough to move him to vote with the party line voluntarily
despite his agreement. In our 15 naƟonal parliaments, 60 percent of all the MPs answer
that anMP ought to vote according to the party’s posiƟon in the case of conflict with the
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7.1. The decision-making mechanisms

MP’s own opinion, whichmeans that on its own, party loyalty is also a powerful pathway
to party group unity (see subsecƟon 4.3.3). There are substanƟal differences between
countries, however, ranging from 89 percent of Dutch MPs subscribing to the norm of
party loyalty, to only 13 percent of Swiss MPs doing so. When placed in our sequenƟal
decision-making model, 20 percent of all MPs frequently disagree with the party, but
sƟll vote with the party out of a sense of loyalty, entailing that in comparison to party
agreement, party loyalty is of less importance in geƫngMPs to toe the party line volun-
tarily (see subsecƟon 4.3.5).2 Thus on average the party groups in these parliaments can
count on the two voluntary pathways of party agreement and party loyalty for almost 80
percent of their MPs. That in our sequenƟal decision-making model party loyalty is less
important than party agreement is, of course, the result of the order in which we place
party agreement and party loyalty in our decision-making sequence. However, the order
of mechanisms was extensively theorized, and is also matched by the formulaƟon of the
quesƟon used to measure party loyalty, which inquires specifically into the situaƟon in
which anMP’s opinion and the party’s posiƟon conflict (i.e., following the stage at which
an MP gauges whether his own personal opinion matches the party’s posiƟon).3

When it comes to the influence of insƟtuƟons onMPs’ propensity to subscribe to the
norm of party group loyalty, we expected MPs from parƟes with exclusive and central-
ized candidate selecƟon procedures to bemore likely to subscribe to the norm thanMPs
from parƟes with inclusive and decentralized candidate selecƟon methods. In the same
vein, we hypothesized that MPs who are elected through party-oriented electoral sys-
temswould bemore likely to indicate to remain loyal to the party thanMPs in candidate-
oriented electoral systems (see Table 7.3). The underlying argument of both these ex-
pectaƟons is that the former insƟtuƟonal configuraƟons minimize the extent to which
MPs are confronted with compeƟng principals (either in the form of a broader selec-
toral body or the voters in the electorate) who may diffuse MPs’ loyalty to the party
group in parliament. However, although on its own candidate selecƟon does have the
predicted effect on party loyalty, voters’ inability to cast a personal vote does not, and
both do not have the predicted effect on party loyalty in our mulƟvariate model (see
subsecƟon 4.3.3).

As an alternaƟve to the formal properƟes of electoral systems, we also added two
variables to our model that gauge MPs’ aƫtudes concerning (and the value they as-
cribe to) personal vote seeking and their choice when it comes to a conflict between
their two main principals: the voters and their party. Our analysis revealed that MPs
who prefer to run a party campaign as opposed to a personal campaign are also more
likely to vote according to the party’s posiƟon instead of their own opinion in the case

2 Asdiscussed in eachof our empirical chapters, we are unable to include thefirst stage of our decision-making
sequence, cue-taking, in our sequenƟal decision-making model due to the formulaƟon of the quesƟons
we used to gauge cue-taking. This is discussed in more detail in the suggesƟons for future research (see
secƟon 7.2).

3 The theorized order between party agreement and party loyalty was also matched in the 2010 ParƟRep
Survey, where the quesƟon used to measure party loyalty was a direct follow-up quesƟon to the quesƟons
which asks how oŌen the respondent finds himself in disagreement with the party’s posiƟon, which was
used to gauge party agreement.
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of conflict, but the difference disappears in the full model. We also found that MPs who
hold the opinion that an MP ought to vote according to voters’ opinion instead of the
party’s posiƟon when the two conflict, are also more likely to opt for their own opinion
over the party’s posiƟon (this variable is staƟsƟcally significant on its own as well in the
mulƟvariate model). In other words, whereas our formal insƟtuƟonal variables that are
theorized to influence the degree to which MPs are confronted with compeƟng princi-
pals to the party group do not have the predicted effect onMPs’ propensity to subscribe
to the norm of party loyalty, our aƫtudinal measure of the importance MPs ascribe to
the voters versus the party as compeƟng principals does.

Our third and final hypothesis for our 15 naƟonal parliaments was that MPs’ from
government parƟes would be more likely to subscribe to the norm of party loyalty than
opposiƟon MPs because the added responsibility of supporƟng government iniƟaƟves
and the threat of early elecƟons would insƟll in government MPs a stronger feeling of
loyalty. Although in the predicted direcƟon, on its own government parƟcipaƟon does
not have a staƟsƟcally significant effect on party loyalty. The variable is just shy of sta-
ƟsƟcal significance in the full model, however.

Returning to the logic of the compeƟng principals theory, one of themain differences
between the naƟonal and subnaƟonal level of government is the relaƟvely smaller size
and closer proximity (in terms of both geography and populaƟon) of subnaƟonal rep-
resentaƟves’ consƟtuencies, which we expected to lead subnaƟonal representaƟves to
engage in a more direct relaƟonship with voters who may diffuse representaƟves’ party
loyalty. We thus hypothesized subnaƟonal representaƟves to be less likely to subscribe
to the normof party loyalty than naƟonalMPs, but our analysis of party loyalty on its own
reveals the opposite (see subsecƟon 5.3.3). However, when we only include represen-
taƟves for whom party loyalty is a relevant decision-making mechanism, i.e. those who
indicate to frequently disagree with the party line, party loyalty is, as expected, stronger
among naƟonal MPs than among regional representaƟves (see subsecƟon 5.3.5). When
comparing the three levels of Dutch government, party loyalty is strongest at the na-
Ɵonal level when including all representaƟves, as well as in the sequenƟal model when
we only include those who frequently disagree with the party on a vote in parliament
(see subsecƟon 5.4.3 and subsecƟon 5.4.5).

Aswas the case in our analysis ofMPs in 15 naƟonal parliaments, in both the analyses
in chapter 5, we looked more closely at the influence of MPs’ choice when confronted
with a conflict between voters’ opinion and the party’s posiƟon (not shown in Table 7.3).
We found no difference between naƟonal and regional representaƟves; in both cases
around 60 percent places the party’s posiƟon above the voters’ opinion. In the Dutch
case, the percentage of representaƟves who answer that anMP ought to vote according
to the voters’ opinion instead of the party posiƟon does indeed increase as we move
down the ladder of government levels, but with a maximum of 35 percent opƟng for
voters’ opinion at the municipal level, the influence of voters’ as compeƟng principals
does not seem be very strong at any level of government in the Dutch case. However, at
the Dutch provincial andmunicipal level, of the councilors who answer thanMP ought to
sƟck to the voters’ opinion instead of the party’s posiƟon, two-thirds also answer that an
MP ought to vote according to his own opinion instead of the party’s posiƟon when the
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two conflict. This can be interpreted as meaning that for most of those councilors who
do not subscribe to the norm party loyalty and thus vote according to their own opinion,
this decision may be influenced by their loyalty to the voters as compeƟng principals to
the party. In our nine mulƟlevel countries, representaƟves who consider voters’ opinion
more important than the party’s posiƟon are alsomore likely to opt for their own opinion
when in conflict with the party’s posiƟon, but the relaƟonship is weaker at the regional
level than at the naƟonal level.

Finally, in the Dutch naƟonal parliament, party loyalty increases in strength over
Ɵme; the percentage of MPs who indicate that in the case of disagreement anMP ought
to vote according to the party line increases over Ɵme, whereas the percentage of MPs
who think that an MP ought to hold his ground and vote according to his own posiƟon,
decreases over Ɵme (the percentage of MPs who answer that it depends remained rel-
aƟvely stable, see subsecƟon 6.5.3). This is in line with our hypothesis, for which we
argued that over Ɵme party loyalty as a candidate selecƟon criterion would have in-
creased in importance as parƟes tried to counteract the effects of parƟsan dealignment
and electoral volaƟlity.

As is clear from the summary above, our studies providemixed results when it comes
to party loyalty. Whereas in our analyses of the three levels of Dutch government and
the Dutch naƟonal parliament over Ɵme, our findings with regard to party loyalty gen-
erally meet our expectaƟons, this is not the case in the studies of the 15 naƟonal par-
liaments and the naƟonal and regional legislatures from the nine mulƟlevel countries.
In both of these analyses, we have variaƟon in the percentage of representaƟves who
subscribe to the norm of party loyalty, but this variaƟon does not seem to correspond
to the differences in insƟtuƟonal seƫngs that are theorized to influence the extent to
which representaƟves are confronted with compeƟng principals to the party. It could be
that even if electoral insƟtuƟons provide themeans to discriminate between candidates
on the basis of their loyalty to different principals, candidates’ subscripƟon to certain
norms is a less important selecƟon criterion than party agreement seems to be, or that
the electorate is unable to accurately gauge candidates’ loyalty. AdmiƩedly, the oper-
aƟonalizaƟon of the formal electoral insƟtuƟons that are deemed to affect the extent
to which representaƟves are confronted with compeƟng principals is up for discussion,
and thus our findings with regard to these formal insƟtuƟons may not be very robust.
Our aƫtudinal measures of the importance that representaƟves ascribe to voters’ ver-
sus the party do have the predicted effect, however. Thus it could be that the theory of
compeƟng principals hasmerit, but not through formal insƟtuƟons, but representaƟves’
personal internalizaƟon of norms of party versus voter loyalty, which are likely to be the
result of their (previous) experience as representaƟves of their party, or his legislaƟve
party group environment. The judging of the applicability of these norms is an individual
MP’s decision, and seems largely unaffected by his electoral insƟtuƟonal environment.

7.1.4 Party discipline
If an MP has an opinion on the maƩer that is put to a vote, but his opinion does not cor-
respond to the party’s posiƟon, and he does not subscribe to the norm of party loyalty,
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7.1. The decision-making mechanisms

or his conflict with the party’s posiƟon is so intense that it supersedes party loyalty, an
MP’s party group (leadership) may sƟll try to elicit the MP to toe the party line through
sancƟons. Our final pathway to party group unity is therefore party discipline, which
entails that representaƟves vote with the party line involuntarily out of obedience in re-
sponse to the anƟcipaƟon, promise, threat or actual applicaƟon of posiƟve and negaƟve
sancƟons by the party group (leadership). In all three of our studies, we measure party
discipline by inquiring into representaƟves’ opinions on whether party discipline ought
to be less strict (which we take to be indicaƟve of that representaƟves have experience
being disciplined or operate under the threat of sancƟons), more strict or remain as it
is. And in all of our studies, representaƟves are overwhelmingly content with general
party discipline as it is, as well as with most specific aspects of party discipline, including
party discipline when it comes to sƟcking to the party line when voƟng in parliament. As
discussed before in each of our three empirical chapters, our quesƟons regarding repre-
sentaƟves’ saƟsfacƟon with party discipline required quite a bit of interpretaƟon, which
may have resulted in an underesƟmaƟonof the importance of the pathway. On the other
hand, in all of our studies the voluntary pathways of party agreement and party loyalty
account for a very large percentage of representaƟves’ voƟng behavior once the three
mechanisms are placed in the sequenƟal decision-making model, which does seem to
indicate that party discipline is not as relevant a pathway to party group unity as is oŌen
(implicitly) assumed in the literature.

In our study of the 15 naƟonal parliaments, we expected candidate selecƟon proce-
dures that are exclusive and centralized to enhance the (parliamentary) party’s leaders’
ability to credibly (threaten or promise to) use candidate reselecƟon as a disciplining
mechanism, and that party-oriented electoral systems further extend this control into
the electoral arena (see Table 7.4). We also hypothesized that the responsibility of gov-
ernment and threat of early elecƟons would make governing parƟes more willing to
(threaten or promise to) use discipline than opposiƟon parƟes. MPs’ saƟsfacƟon with
party voƟng discipline is not affected by any of the formal insƟtuƟons, however. But
MPs who either frequently disagree with the party line, or do not subscribe to the norm
of party loyalty, are more likely to want less strict party voƟng discipline, which is in line
with our argument that discipline is only relevant when voluntary pathways fail to bring
MPs to toe the party line on their own (see subsecƟon 4.3.4). It therefore seems that
it is not party leaders’ access to insƟtuƟons that can be used to credibly punish or re-
wardMPs that determineswhether they are disciplined, butMPs’ decisions at the earlier
stages of the decision-making sequence.

We expected party discipline to be less common at the subnaƟonal level than at the
naƟonal level because subnaƟonal representaƟves are likely to be less dependent on
their party for their (future) career and livelihood than naƟonal MPs are, rendering the
use of discipline less credible and thus less effecƟve. Although there are no differences
between the regional and naƟonal level in our nine mulƟlevel countries when it comes
to their saƟsfacƟon with party discipline on its own, party voƟng discipline did play the
expected stronger role at the naƟonal level than at the regional level once placed in our
sequenƟal decision-makingmodel (see subsecƟon 5.3.5). In the Dutch case the percent-
age of representaƟves who indicate that party discipline ought to be less strict is also in-
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deed lower at themunicipal level than at the naƟonal level (subsecƟon 5.4.4). Given the
high levels of saƟsfacƟon with party discipline at all three levels of Dutch government,
it is a bit surprising that when asked about the likelihood of specific types of sancƟons,
in most cases over two-thirds considered the sancƟon (very) likely, which also indicates
that our model may underesƟmate the role of party discipline. Lower level representa-
Ɵves are, however, also more prone to consider sancƟons less likely, however.

Finally, we also expected the use of party discipline to have increased over Ɵme in the
Dutch naƟonal parliament because MPs have become increasingly dependent on their
party as a result of the demise of societal pillars, and the fact that the funcƟon of MP
has become a full-Ɵme occupaƟon. But because only the last three surveys (the 2001
and 2006 Dutch Parliamentary Studies and the 2010 ParƟRep Survey) contain quesƟons
concerning party discipline, we were unable to assess whether there are any changes
in party discipline over a longer period of Ɵme for the Dutch naƟonal parliament. How-
ever, the fact that in these three later surveys over three quarters of Dutch MPs are
saƟsfied with the level of general party discipline in their party, and over 90 percent are
saƟsfied with party discipline when it comes to voƟng in parliament, indicates that party
discipline, when it is applied, is likely to be considered acceptable and voƟng unity fairly
undisputed (see subsecƟon 4.3.4).

Another final finding worth menƟoning is the fact that in all three of our studies,
representaƟves tend to be least saƟsfied with party discipline when it comes to keeping
internal party discussions confidenƟal. As menƟoned before, the fact that many repre-
sentaƟves would like to see stricter party discipline when it comes to this specific aspect
of party life highlights that party group unity is not just about the final vote in parliament,
but a much broader requirement that comprises the enƟre policy making process. MPs
seem to beworried about the appearance of disunity, which serves as another indicaƟon
that the legislaƟve arena is not insulated from the electoral arena.

7.2 SuggesƟons for future research

Our studies reveal that insƟtuƟons affect the decision-making mechanisms in different
ways. Whereas MPs’ frequency of agreement seems to be most strongly influenced by
changes and insƟtuƟons outside the parliamentary arena, this is less the case for MPs’
propensity to subscribe to the norm of party loyalty. MPs’ saƟsfacƟon with party dis-
cipline, which we interpret as indicaƟve of MPs experience with their party’s applica-
Ɵon of party discipline, seems least affected by the insƟtuƟonal configuraƟons in which
MPs and parƟes are situated. In our analysis of 15 naƟonal parliaments, we use rather
roughmeasures of candidate selecƟon procedures and electoral insƟtuƟons, which may
account for some of the unexpected results. However, given that in our cases these in-
sƟtuƟons are quite party and country specific, a more precise classificaƟon may have
led to high levels of mulƟcollinearity with the countries and parƟes to which these MPs
belong (which we already take into account by using a mulƟlevel model). Furthermore,
for our analysis of the regional and naƟonal parliaments in nine mulƟlevel countries in
chapter 5, we do not control for electoral and legislaƟve insƟtuƟons, and use the levels
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of government towhichMPs belong as a proxy for consƟtuency size, legislaƟve authority,
party size, and the extent to whichMPs are dependent on their party for their livelihood
and future career. In our study of the Dutch naƟonal parliament, we similarly use Ɵme
as a variable to capture the potenƟal effects of electoral volaƟlity and parƟsan dealign-
ment. Although using proxies was unavoidable as a result of data restricƟons, future
research could further explore these relaƟonships using more precise measures.

Our studies also show that the relaƟve contribuƟon of the decision-making mecha-
nisms differs between parliaments, levels of government, and over Ɵme, which research
that focuses solely the outcome, MPs’ voƟng behavior, is unable to provide insight into.
All of the studies were based on (preexisƟng) elite surveys, however, and as such we
were limited in our ability to accurately gauge the relaƟve contribuƟon of some of the
decision-making mechanisms. Moreover, our analyses of representaƟves’ responses
someƟmes required quite a bit of interpretaƟon. Although repeaƟng exisƟng quesƟons
in future elite surveys certainly has its merits in terms of diachronic comparison, we do
have some suggesƟons for prospecƟve elite surveys that would to enable us to measure
the (relaƟve) role of decision-making mechanisms more precisely.

For our measures of cue-taking, for example, we argued that if anMP considers him-
self a specialist, it is reasonable to assume that he will not have an opinion on all maƩers
that are put to a vote and thus need to engage in cue-taking. And we took MPs’ agree-
ment with the statement that the party specialist determines the posiƟon of the party
in parliament as an indicaƟon of parƟes’ applicaƟon of the division of labor. But we did
not have a quesƟon that inferred specifically into the role of cue-taking inMPs’ decision-
making process when it comes to voƟng in parliament. Moreover, the quesƟon we use
in our first two studies to gauge party agreement, the frequency of disagreement, is un-
able to discriminate betweenMPs who indicate that they infrequently disagree because
they almost always share the posiƟon of the party, or because they lack an opinion on
the maƩer at hand (and thus do not disagree). For these reasons, we were unable to
include cue-taking in our sequenƟal decision-making model, and this limited our abil-
ity to assess its relaƟve contribuƟon, which might have led to an overesƟmaƟon of the
importance of the decision-making mechanisms in the stages that follow.

As outline in Figure 3.1 (see chapter 3), at the first stage of our decision-making
model, anMP asks himself whether he has a personal opinion on the vote at hand. Thus,
in order to include this stage in our decision-making sequence, a first quesƟon to intro-
duce to future MP surveys could be ‘When it comes to voƟng in parliament, how oŌen
are you faced with the situaƟon that you do not have a personal opinion on a vote?’.
We cannot expect, however, MPs to remember exactly how many Ɵmes this occurred.
As is the case with the answering categories to our quesƟon concerning the frequency
of disagreement (i.e., our measure of party agreement in chapter 4 and chapter 5), we
would probably then need to use broad frequency descripƟons (‘about once a month’,
‘about once every three months’, ‘about once a year’ and ‘(almost) never’) as answering
categories. This quesƟon could then be followed by one that asks ‘What do you (usually)
dowhen you do not have a personal opinion on a vote in parliament?’, with the following
answering opƟons:

222



7.2. SuggesƟons for future research

1. I invest Ɵme and resources to form my own opinion.

2. I vote according to the party posiƟon as sƟpulated in the party program and/or
electoral manifesto.

3. I vote according to the advice of the party group spokesperson on that topic.

4. I vote according to the advice of the party group leadership.

According to the sequenƟal decision-making model, respondents who pick the first an-
swer move on to the second stage of the decision-making process, which involves as-
sessing whether their own opinion corresponds to the party’s posiƟon. If a respondent
selects one of the other three answers, this means that he engages in cue-taking. The
inclusion of three alternaƟve sources would give us more insight into the relaƟve impor-
tance of these sources as potenƟal voƟng cue-givers.4

The quesƟon used in our first two empirical studies tomeasure party agreement, the
frequency of disagreement, is appropriate for the sequenƟal decision-making model as
it refers specifically to voƟng and specifies the actors (the MP and his party) and the
situaƟon at hand (a disagreement over a vote). It allowed us to move beyond the use
of abstract LeŌ-Right ideological and policy scales, and enabled us to place both party
agreement as well as the stages that followed in the sequenƟal decision-making model.
The fact that it precedes our measure of party loyalty is also a posiƟve characterisƟc, as
we can safely assume that respondents were likely to interpret the quesƟon as inquiring
into the frequency of disagreement before voƟng takes place (and thus that it does not
measure behavioral party group unity).5

The quesƟon thatwe used tomeasure party loyalty is the same as the one developed
by Eulau et al. (1959), later amended by Converse and Pierce (1979, 1986), to measure
representaƟonal role orientaƟon and style (the party delegate role).6 It was also used by

4 AlternaƟvely, instead of asking respondents to select only one answer to the quesƟon about what they
(usually) do in the situaƟon inwhich they donot have a personal opinion on a vote, we could ask respondents
to rate each of the answering categories an ordinal scale in terms of their likelihood (as we did for the
quesƟons concerning the likelihood of negaƟve sancƟons in the Dutch version of the ParƟRep Survey (see
subsecƟon 5.4.4 in chapter 5). This would, however, make it more difficult to place the quesƟon in the
sequenƟal decision-making model.

5 The original answering categories (‘about once a month’, ‘about once every three months’, ‘about once
a year’ and ‘(almost) never’), and especially their dichotomizaƟon into the two categories ‘frequently dis-
agree’ and ‘infrequently disagree’ for the sequenƟal decision-making model, is open to criƟcism, because
the number of votes taken may differ across parliaments. Our argument is, however, that if disagreement
occurs about once a year or (almost) never, an MP ought to be able to recall each of these infrequent oc-
casions on which disagreement it took place individually, whereas if it occurs about once a month or once
every three months, the MP may not be able to recall each case individually and thus can be classified as
disagreeing frequently.

6 We have assumed that an MP’s adherence and thus loyalty to the opinions of other potenƟal foci of repre-
sentaƟon, which may act as potenƟally compeƟng principals to the poliƟcal party, are subsumed in anMP’s
own opinion. In doing so, we do not differenƟate MPs who take on a ‘trustee’ style of representaƟon from
those who could be labeled ‘voter delegates’ (Converse and Pierce, 1979, 1986). Furthermore, our study is
far from exhausƟve in terms of the influence of other potenƟal compeƟng principals and other actors who
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Andeweg and Thomassen (2011a) to gauge party loyalty in their earlier study of the path-
ways to party group unity in the Dutch parliament. As is the case with our measure of
the frequency of disagreement, the quesƟon refers specifically to the two relevant actors
(although in this case, it refers to ‘an MP’ in the abstract, and not the respondent him-
self) and a specific situaƟon (a disagreement over a vote). We interpreted it as referring
specifically to normaƟve reasons to vote with the party line voluntarily, but must admit
that we cannot be completely sure that all the representaƟves in the different surveys
interpreted the quesƟon and answering categories in the same way. Some may have
interpreted it as indeed referring to normaƟve moƟvaƟons exclusively (which is implied
by the use of the term should in the answering categories), whereas other may also have
taken raƟonalist calculaƟons and the possible (threat of) party discipline into account in
their answer. In order to avoid this confusion in future surveys, the quesƟon could be
formulated more specifically: ‘Disregarding any posiƟve and negaƟve consequences for
the MP personally, how do you think an MP should vote in the case of disagreement
between the MPs’ opinion and the party posiƟon on a vote in parliament?’

Finally, when it comes to our measure of party discipline, we argue that MPs who
answer that party discipline ought to be less strict are those who have experienced dis-
cipline in the past. It is unlikely that someone who has personally experienced discipline
in the past would like to see discipline be applied more strictly, but one could argue that
an MP who has been disciplined in the past could sƟll be saƟsfied with party discipline
as it is, as he accepts the need for discipline, and agrees with the way in which an MP’s
individual freedom and the collecƟve benefits of party group unity are balanced within
his party. Although we do use MPs’ assessment of party discipline when it comes to
voƟng according to the party line in parliament specifically in our sequenƟal decision-
making model, the quesƟon suffers from the same limitaƟons as do our measures of the
first decision-making mechanism, cue-taking (i.e., we are unable to specifically gauge
an individual MP’s personal responsiveness to posiƟve and negaƟve sancƟons when it
comes to voƟng). We thus may have underesƟmated the importance of party discipline
throughout our analyses. However, including it in our model is less problemaƟc than
is the case for our cue-taking quesƟon because party discipline is the last stage in our
decision-making model. As an alternaƟve, future surveys could reformulate the ques-
Ɵon concerning party discipline when it comes to voƟng in parliament to ‘How do you
think your party group (leadership) will respond in the case of disagreement between
an MPs’ opinion and the party’s posiƟon on a vote in parliament?’, or more specifically,
‘How do you think the party (group) leadership will respond when an MP expresses his
intent to not vote according to the party line?’, with the following answering categories:

1. The party (group) leadership will let the MP vote according to his own opinion.

2. The party (group) leadership will make the MP vote according to the party’s posi-
Ɵon.

try to influence the behavior of parliamentary actors. Our argument is, however, is that this study focuses
on the relaƟonship between MPs vis-à-vis their parƟes specifically.
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The first answer indicates that an MP would be allowed to dissent from the party line,
whereas the second implies that the party (group) leadership will apply pressure in or-
der to elicit obedience from theMP (although the former answering category admiƩedly
does not exclude the possibility of the party (group) leadership applying negaƟve sanc-
Ɵons in the long term). The quesƟon could be followed by a quesƟon that inquires into
the likelihood of different negaƟve sancƟons, similar to the quesƟon that was included
in the Dutch version of the ParƟRep Survey (see subsecƟon 5.4.4 in chapter 5).

These suggesƟons for future elite surveys would provide for a fuller understanding of
the sequence, and enable us tomeasure the relaƟve contribuƟonof each of the decision-
making mechanisms more precisely than we were able to do in our studies. Aggregated
at the level of the parliaments, the use of elite surveys as the main source of data en-
ables us to analyzeMPs’ applicaƟon, and the relaƟve contribuƟon, of these mechanisms
as general tendencies. However, as evidenced by the popularity of the answering cat-
egory ‘it depends’ when it comes to the quesƟon whether in the case of disagreement
anMP should vote according to his own opinion or the party’s posiƟon in the Dutch Par-
liamentary studies (see subsecƟon 6.5.3), an individual MP’s decision-making process is
likely to be affected by variables other than those included in these studies. If we want
to go beyond the study of general trends and look more closely at the circumstances
that may affect MP decision making, and further test and refine our sequenƟal decision-
making model, other data sources and research methods may be preferred.

As highlighted earlier (see the discussion of the simplificaƟonof the sequenƟalmodel
in subsecƟon 3.3.3 in chapter 3), whether or not anMP has an opinion is likely to depend
on the importance and substance of the vote at hand. AnMPwho lacks a personal opin-
ion may usually follow the voƟng advice provided by the party spokesperson or party
leadership, but if the vote is important to him personally, he may invest Ɵme and re-
sources to form his own opinion. It may also be that theMP first had a personal opinion,
but was convinced to alter his posiƟon based on substanƟve discussions in the party
group meeƟng or with actors outside of parliament. Again, the fact that others were
able to change theMP’s opinion may be influenced by the substance of, and importance
ascribed to, the vote (by either the MP himself or the actors with who he deliberates).
As we have acknowledged, the substance and importance of the vote can also affect
whether or not anMP votes with the party out of loyalty: even if an MP has internalized
the norm of party loyalty, there may be some issues about which an MP (or those ac-
tors outside the party group who he considers his poliƟcal principals) feels very strongly,
and thus on which the conflict is so intense that it supersedes his loyalty to his party
group.7 Finally, the importance of the vote may also influence the extent to which the
party (group) leadership is willing to apply sancƟons, and theMP is willing to incur them.
AdmiƩedly, the studies in this book have not been able to take this into account. One
could argue, however, that the substance and importance of the vote do not change the
quesƟons MPs ask themselves in determining to vote with the party line or not, or the

7 Furthermore, an MP’s subscripƟon to party loyalty, as well as his responsiveness to sancƟons, may not only
depend on the substance and the importance of the maƩer put to vote, but also on the stage of an MP’s
career (Kam, 2009).
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order in which they do so.
In addiƟon, we have not taken into account the fact thatMPs are constantly involved

in numerous different decision-making processes that take place simultaneously over an
extended period of Ɵme. This means that that the factors that play a role in one decision
may affect a decision on a different vote. The parliamentary party group is not only a
deliberaƟve arena, but also a poliƟcal arena. An MP may, for example, not form an
opinion about a certain vote because he promised a colleague that he would vote with
the party group, in exchange for his colleagues support on his own proposal. His lack of
an opinion is therefore not only dependent on his lack of Ɵme and resources, or on the
substanƟve content and importance of the vote, but also by his promise to colleague on
a different vote. Or an MP may disagree with the party groups posiƟon, but may again
toe the party line because he exchanged his support on the vote at hand for support from
a colleague on other issue. As we saw in Table 5.26 in chapter 5, the majority of Dutch
representaƟves at all levels of government answered that it is very likely that anMPwho
(repeatedly) does not vote according to the party group line will have trouble finding
support among his fellow party group members for his own iniƟaƟves. It is therefore
likely that the acƟvemechanism here is anMP’s fear of negaƟve repercussions, and thus
party discipline.

The fact MPs are involved in mulƟple simultaneous decision-making processes over
an extended period of Ɵmemeans thatMPs have repeated experiencewith the decision-
making process. This may entail that, on a parƟcular vote, MPs’ decisions at earlier
stages of the decision-making process may be influenced by their anƟcipated decisions
at later stages in the sequence. Their anƟcipaƟon being based on their own personal
previous voƟng experience. The lack of a personal opinion, and resultant decision to
vote with the party as a result of cue-taking, for example, could also arise from an MP’s
general subscripƟon to the norm of party loyalty being so strong, that anMP decide that
he need not even bother developing a personal opinion, as he is convinced that even if
he disagrees, he will vote with the party’s posiƟon out of loyalty anyway. The MP may
also not form an opinion because he anƟcipates that if he disagrees with the party’s po-
siƟon, sancƟons will be applied to which the MP knows he will be responsive. Thus, if
both MPs and party (group) leaders are aware of this order the decision-making mech-
anisms, and MPs’ decisions at earlier stages of the model may indeed be influenced by
their anƟcipaƟon of their decision at the stages that follow, wemay overesƟmate the rel-
aƟve importance of the first mechanisms in the model, especially that of cue-taking. In
addiƟon, the possibility of anƟcipaƟonmay blur the lines between themechanisms, and
thus may also lead MPs (and therefore also researchers) to muddle the decision-making
mechanisms.

As menƟoned in the introducƟon to this book (see page 7 in chapter 1), the ulƟmate
dependent variable in a study of party group unity would be individual MPs’ final behav-
ioral outcome. Thus, the ulƟmate test of the sequenƟal decision-making model would
be to apply it to individual MPs (who are at different stages of their career) as they come
to their voƟng decision (or other types of behavior) on different topics. In order to do
so we would need to obtain access to individual MPs and, ideally, the party groups to
which they belong. Access to individual MPs would enable us to study howMPs come to
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their voƟng decisions on specific votes. This would require either a large research team
of observers and interviewers, or limiƟng the study to a few specificMPs, comparable to
Richard Fenno’s (1978; 1990) study of US legislators in the 1970s. In order to take into
account that MPs are constantly confronted with mulƟple votes from different issue ar-
eas to which they ascribe different degrees of importance, and to gain beƩer insights
into the role of the decision-making mechanisms, as well as the role of anƟcipaƟon, we
would need have mulƟple observaƟons and interviews over Ɵme. All in all, accessing
the individual MP and directly study their decision-making process in relaƟon to specific
votes would allow us to not only further test the model in its current form, but also re-
fine is in order to deal with complicaƟng factors such as the fact that MPs are involved in
constantly involved in mulƟple decisions on different votes, and the associated possibil-
ity of anƟcipaƟon by both the MP himself as well as others, including his poliƟcal party
(group) members and leadership.

Accessing the parliamentary party group,8 and specifically the interacƟons between
group members behind the scenes and during the meeƟngs of the parliamentary party
group, would enable us to observe the processes of cue-taking and deliberaƟon within
the group, and get a glimpse of the applicaƟon of party discipline in terms of both posi-
Ɵve and negaƟve sancƟons, as well as the role of subtler forms of (group) pressure and
persuasion. This could take on the form of a single-case study of one party group, al-
though accessing mulƟple party groups would allow for comparison of groups of dif-
ferent ideologies, sizes, age, etc., that may have different styles of leadership and group
decision-making. Although there are a fewexamples of journalists and researchers being
allowed behind the closed doors of the parliamentary party group (for the Netherlands,
see Van Westerloo (2003) for an example), it is likely that this will be a difficult research
method to apply.9 As has become apparent in all three of our studies, representaƟves
tend to worry about the appearance of party disunity, evidenced by the fact that many
would prefer stricter party discipline when it comes to keeping internal party discussions
confidenƟal. One suggesƟon could be to start at the lower levels of government, as this
allows researchers to tap into a large number of legislaƟve assemblies, and thus party
groups and individual representaƟves, who may be easier to gain access to than those
are the naƟonal level. Keeping in mind the rather low response rates obtained through
the 2010 ParƟRep Survey, lower government levels could also serve as a source of data
for future elite surveys on representaƟon in general, and party group unity in parƟcular.
Our findings suggest that although the sequenƟal decision-making model seems rele-

8 At the start of this research project, we approached all the parliamentary party groups in the Dutch Second
Chamber with the request to allow us to observe their party group meeƟngs. Unfortunately, not enough of
the party groups were willing to parƟcipate to allow for variaƟon of on key independent variables (govern-
ment versus opposiƟon, large versus small parƟes, etc.) that may influence the workings of the party group
and the pathways to party group unity, and which would have enhanced our ability to guarantee anonymity.
In the end, even the parƟes that had iniƟally shown interest withdrew from the project.

9 One of the potenƟal weaknesses of the observer method of data collecƟon and analysis is that the presence
of an observer may influence the behavior of the subjects of study (Gillespie and Michelson, 2011, 262).
The fact that in our surveys MPs seem to worry about keeping internal party discussions confidenƟal may
increase the risk of altered behavior.
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vant at all levels of government, the relaƟve role of the decision-making mechanisms
differs at the levels of government, however, which researchers who do follow up on
this study of party group unity and MPs’ decision-making should keep in mind.

7.3 ImplicaƟons

By approaching party group unity from the perspecƟve of individual MPs’ decision mak-
ing, this bookmakes an important contribuƟon to our understanding ofwhat party group
unity actually consists of, and how it is brought about. All three of our studies reveal that
the vast majority of representaƟves vote with the party out of simple agreement, and
that when representaƟves disagree with the party’s posiƟon, most can be counted on to
sƟll toe the party line out of a sense of loyalty despite their disagreement. In all of our
studies, only a small percentage of representaƟves would prefer less strict party voƟng
discipline, and the majority of MPs are actually quite saƟsfied with party voƟng disci-
pline as it is. Moreover, when put in the sequenƟal decision-making model, party voƟng
discipline plays the least important role of the three mechanisms (cue-taking is not in-
cluded in the decision-making sequence). Thus, party group unity mainly results from
MPs’ voluntarism, whereas party discipline plays a secondary role.

The analysis of the Dutch Second Chamber over Ɵme (chapter 6) showed that al-
though the LeŌ-Right ideological homogeneity of party groups in parliament has re-
mained relaƟve high, MPs have become more likely to perceive a larger distance be-
tween their own opinion and the party’s posiƟon, entailing that, at least from the per-
specƟve of MPs themselves, party agreement seems to has suffered over Ɵme. For the
Dutch case, we were unable to look at MPs’ saƟsfacƟon with party discipline over a long
period of Ɵme, but given the fact that in both the 2006 Dutch Parliamentary Study and
the 2010 ParƟRep Survey over 90 percent of respondents answers that they are saƟs-
fied with party voƟng discipline as it, it is unlikely that parƟes nowadays rely much on
discipline, or have increased its use over Ɵme in response to the decrease in party agree-
ment. We do see, however, that the percentage of MPs who subscribe to the norm of
party loyalty has increased over Ɵme. Thus, even in the face of decreasing party agree-
ment, Dutch parƟes themselves are able to, and are likely to actually prefer to, count on
MPs’ voluntarily loyalty rather than apply party discipline for their MPs’ voƟng behavior.
Party discipline is costly both from the perspecƟve of MPs, as well as poliƟcal parƟes.
An MP who needs to be (repeatedly) coaxed or threatened into voƟng according to the
party group line is likely to suffer in terms of his standing in the party group as well as
his future poliƟcal career (see subsecƟon 5.4.4 in chapter 5). And if parƟes apply too
much discipline, or do so too oŌen, this is likely to be counterproducƟve, as the con-
stant threat and applicaƟon of sancƟon is likely to affect MPs’ solidarity with the party
group leadership, and thus their loyalty to the poliƟcal party.

Given the high levels of party group unity in (most) of the parliaments included in our
three studies, however, party discipline is sƟll relevant. In all three of our studies, the
voluntary pathways to party group unity can account for most, but not all, of the MPs
in the sequenƟal decision-making models. Moreover, our analysis of the 15 naƟonal
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parliaments (chapter 4) shows that at the individual level, MPs who do not agree with
the party line or do not subscribe to the norm of party loyalty are most likely to prefer
less strict party discipline. Our findings confirm the theoreƟcal argument forwarded by
Bowler et al. (1999a) and further specified by Hazan (2003), that “discipline starts where
cohesion falters”. Describing party groups that act as unitary actors as disciplined, as is
oŌen done by both scholars and poliƟcal commentators alike, does not paint a repre-
sentaƟve picture of the way in which parƟes achieve their unity. DepicƟng these parƟes
groups as cohesive seems more accurate, but does not encompass the enƟre picture.

Now that we have a beƩer insight into the way in whichMPs come to the decision to
vote with the party, what does this entail for our models of representaƟon? According
to Manin (1997, 196-197), “today’s alleged crisis in representaƟon” involves a change
from the predominance of party democracy to audience democracy, resulƟng from the
desecularizaƟon and modernizaƟon of society (see chapter 2). Whereas party democ-
racy is characterized by an electorate organized along relaƟve stable social-economic
cleavages whose votes express their idenƟty in terms of class and religion, Manin (1997,
226-228) argues that audience democracy involves reacƟve voƟng based on ‘hazy im-
ages’ of parƟes’ electoral promises, but increasingly more the images projected by in-
dividual poliƟcians, especially party leaders. Manin is clear on what party democracy
entails for the relaƟonship between MPs and their parƟes, but he remains rather vague
in terms of what a shiŌ towards audience democracy means for MPs and their parƟes in
parliament.

When we base our answer to the quesƟon on what we know from previous stud-
ies about MPs’ voƟng behavior, the short answer seems to be ‘not much’. Party voƟng
unity in the 1990s and 2000s is found to be high in (most) the parliamentary democra-
cies. In other words, in terms of the relaƟonship between MPs and their parƟes when
it comes to voƟng in the legislaƟve arena, the poliƟcal party model seems to have held
its ground, and audience democracy does not seem to be much different from party
democracy. Most studies on parliamentary voƟng do not, however, allow us to look at
changes in voƟng unity over Ɵme. Kam’s (2009) study of four Westminster systems is
an excepƟon. He finds that that while in the United Kingdom and Canada voƟng dissent
has become more frequent and extensive over Ɵme, this is not the case in Australia and
New Zealand. He concludes that MP dissent and electoral dealignment ‘appear to travel
together’, which would entail that the changes in the electorate have indeed affected
the relaƟonship between MPs and their parƟes in parliament. This does not seem to be
the case in the Dutch Second Chamber, however, as our analysis shows that voƟng unity
has remained high, and has even increased over Ɵme, in the face of electoral volaƟlity
and parƟsan dealignment.

As opposed to Kam (2009), however, we were able to assess changes in the different
pathways to party voƟng unity over Ɵme for our case of the Dutch naƟonal parliament,
wherewe find that party agreement in terms of the distanceMPs perceive between their
own and their party’s posiƟon has increased over Ɵme, but party LeŌ-Right ideological
homogeneity has not. This discrepancy between perceived distance and party ideologi-
cal homogeneity may be the result of MPs suffering from the same ‘hazy image’ of their
party as that Manin claims voters do as a part of audience democracy. Party loyalty,
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however, has increased over Ɵme, meaning that it is likely that Dutch parƟes have taken
acƟon to curtail the effects of changes in the electorate by increasing the importance
of party loyalty as a candidate selecƟon criterion. Whether parƟes in other parliaments
have faced comparable changes in party agreement, and have responded in similar ways
is not known, but there is liƩle reason to assume that they would have not at least tried.
That Kam (2009) does find an increase in voƟng dissent in the United Kingdom and New
Zealand, however, seems to indicate that not all parƟes have been equally successful in
their aƩempts.

Our analysis of the 15 naƟonal parliaments showed that party agreement as a path-
way to party group unity is most affected by formal insƟtuƟonal configuraƟons, espe-
cially parƟes’ candidate selecƟon (our results regarding electoral insƟtuƟons are some-
whatmixed). Thus, if poliƟcal reformers would like to see a change in the composiƟon of
parliament in terms of the constellaƟon of individual representaƟves’ preferences, ap-
pealing to parƟes to democraƟze and decentralize their candidate selecƟon procedures
could be a way forward. This does not guarantee, however, that MPs will forge a closer
relaƟonshipwith their voters in terms of loyalty, that parƟeswill not increase their use of
discipline, and thus that this will impact party voƟng unity. RepresentaƟon is, of course,
not limited to parliamentary voƟng, and it could be that the altering insƟtuƟons would
result (or has already resulted) in other types of behavioral personalizaƟon by individ-
ual MPs. In their studies of the Israeli Parliament, for example, both Rahat and Sheafer
(2007) and Balmas et al. (2012) conclude that there over Ɵme has been an increase in de-
centralized behavioral personalizaƟon (measure in terms of the number of submissions
and adopƟons of private member bills, the use of roll call votes, and self-references in
parliamentary speeches), and that this is likely to have resulted from insƟtuƟonal per-
sonalizaƟon (see subsecƟon 2.4.2 in chapter 2). Given the advantages of parliamentary
party group unity, however, it seems likely that parƟes will resist, and otherwise curtail,
any changes that may diminish their role in the poliƟcal chain of delegaƟon (especially
when it comes the legislaƟve voƟng), if they have not done so already.

As a final remark, it is paradoxical that party group unity is deemed necessary for po-
liƟcal representaƟon, and someƟmes even considered virtuous, but also carries a nega-
Ɵve connotaƟon. In the Netherlands, for example, MPs are oŌen characterized as vot-
ing caƩle (stemvee) subjected to kadaverdiscipline, blindly obeying the party’s demands.
The finding that MPs generally vote with the party of their own accord out of agreement
and/or loyalty, and that discipline is usually not necessary and thus only plays a marginal
role in determining MPs’ voƟng behavior, should be used to shed new light on the de-
bate concerning the freedom of in the individual MP and party group unity, as the two
do not seem to be mutually exclusive.
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