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he lay observer of politics tends to see parliamentary work as the main or even
ole task of MPs. Work in parliament in general and giving speeches in particu- ‘
ar is the yardstick that some Austrian news media apply when hunting down the !
aziest MP of the year and putting all others in pecking order at the end of a par-
liamentary year. They should know better. It is no secret to politicians and pro- ‘
fessional observers of politics, whether journalists or academics, that
parliamentary work in the narrow sense is only part of their many obligations
resulting from public office. Indeed, for some MPs it may not be among their
most important tasks. While the floor of parliament in many ways is the most
important arena in which MPs act, their contribution to the collective goals of
both the nation and their party may be greater if they adhere to some division of
Jabour and concentrate the greater amount of effort on their activities in less
visible arenas. These other arenas include constituency rallies, media events such
as talk shows on national or regional TV and radio stations, attending meetings
of their party organization, visiting administrative agencies and businesses,
attending events organized by interest group, and having contacts with ordinary
citizens. Notwithstanding that the job of an MP includes such a broad spectrum
of often essential tasks this chapter confines itself to analysing what MPs do in
parliament.

We choose Kaare Strom’s definition of parliamentary roles as “routines,
regular patterns of behavior” (Strom 1997: 158) as the conceptual anchor of our
study. Behavioral data should thus be an excellent, if not the best source of data
' to capture the roles of MPs. The alternative methodological approach that is used

by most classic contributions and is still dominant in the research field on parlia-
mentary roles is the analysis of interviews with MPs (see e.g. Miiller and Saal-
feld 1997). In this chapter we combine the two approaches. We compare roles or
types of Austrian national MPs derived from behavioural data with the role
descriptions derived from personal interviews.

The MPs are from the twentieth legislative period (1996-1999) of the
National Council, the lower and dominant chamber of the Austrian parliament.
We describe the two interview questions most relevant to the topic and the
patterns of answers given. Then we present data on MPs’ parliamentary activi-
ties and develop our typology of MPs based on their behavioural record in
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Theory: roles and types of MPs
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nology of MPs derived from behavioural data
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communication. And they enjoy much less leeway with regard to

d motions as the parliamentary leaders of government parties
| to avoid (unwanted) conflict between the coalition parties and
party differences between MPs and their ministers.’
cording to their actual behaviour is based on objective
accurate picture of the parliament in the given
tion of types of MPs, derived from behaviour, may
few months later, if the government and opposition
arliament alter significantly. Our interviews
dence that changes in government status and party
Ps (Miiller er al. 2001: chapter 10).
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e final step of our analysis we compare the two different data sources —
m the parliamentary records. We approach the

answers from the perspective of the types of MPs we have extracted
the months preceding the interview period. Figure
8.3 provides the relative frequency of the different emphases given in the inter-
views. Specifically, we asked the MPs where the centre of their activities is and
offered them the alternatives in the figure. If MPs mentioned several priorities,
we urged them to name only the most important ones.

Our interpretation concentrates on the data points of the three most important
arenas for the MPs’ activities as identified in Figure 8.3: committee work, own
parliamentary party, and the plenary of parliament. While we do not have an
explicit ranking of these three priorities by importance, we can still draw conclu-
sions about their relative importance based on the frequency of mentioning them
as the most important arena. As only small minorities of MPs mentioned the
remaining alternatives, we will not pay much attention to them.

The most noticeable result is the similarity in the overall emphasis profiles
of the two types with the lowest levels of parliamentary activity, Spectators
and Rapporteurs. They score similarly on ranking committee work, their own
parliamentary party, and the plenary of parliament. A very large majority of
these two types of MPs records the committee stage as taking priority in their
parliamentary work. More than half of the MPs from both types also see their
own party as an important priority. Less than a third identifies the plenary as
their centre of activity. Comparing the two data sources, we can conclude that
the patterns derived from actual behavioural data and the interviews do not
conflict with each other. Yet, due to a lack of objective data with regard to

specific arenas — work in committee and, above all, within the respective par-
clude that they are fully in accord with each

liamentary parties — we cannot con

other.
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Cpamatically), or whether their party is in government or opposition, Such pre
data cannot be obtained from interviews. Even when interview questions gy,
specify similarly precise periods, human beings will never manage to pegpe

Notes

I Seasoned MPs explained that the majority’s voting-down of Opposition proposals dogs
not necessarily mean rejecting their “substance”. At least occasionally, parts of their
content make it into Subsequent proposals of the coalition parties. The weaker the
Opposition MPs’ ownership claims for an idea, the better are its chances of being
adopted by the committee majority. A quote from an interyiew with an opposition Mp
illustrates the trade-off of visibility against policy influence: “Plunking a finished pro-
posal on the table is a demonstrative act. Then one can claim: I have made 36 propos-
als. That’s a kind of proof of activity. However, if one wants to move something, one
needs to do it differently.”

2 Parliamentary bills, motions, and written questions require the support of five MPs. [t
is generally agreed that the first MP (o sign any of these js the one who is most active
with regard to the issue at stake and the measured activity.

3 We borrow the labels Spectator (Searing 1994) and Showhorse and Workhorse (e.g.
Langbein and Sigelman 1989) from the literature but haye our own operational definj-
tions. To the best of our knowledge the remaining labels have never been used before,

4 Although there are no formal incompatibilily rules, Austrian ministers, with a few
exceptions, have not been Members of Parliament since 1983.
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