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Abstract 

 

Elites are actors which are able to bring about endogenous change by deciding the agenda and giving the 

final approval for institutional change. This paper seeks to explain why different parliamentarians prefer 

different types of reforms. Using the Dutch parliamentary survey of 2006 four types of reforms could be 

established, namely, anti-representative reforms, plebiscitary reforms, classic parliamentary reforms and 

conservative reforms. The anti-representative reform dimension was also replicated using the 1990 

dataset. The findings of this paper show that the sociological-intuitionalist variable, left-right ideology has 

substantial explanatory power. Furthermore, the higher levels of support for anti representative reforms in 

2006 than in 1990 could be an indication of a historical shift. However, when the models are combined 

with rational-choice institutionalist variables such as party size, the overall explanatory strength seem to 

increase substantially. This finding supports those scholars who argue that all three institutionalist 

approaches are complementary rather than competing. 

 

Introduction 

 

There is a widespread perception in established democracies that the legitimacy of the political system is 

challenged by changing external conditions. An increasing amount of scholars, governments and 

international organizations believe that reforms can cure the decline in democratic legitimacy: “ The 

future of democracy in Europe lies less in fortifying and perpetuating existing formal institutions and 

informal practices than in changing them” (Schmitter & Treschel, 2004). The rate, scale and scope of 

current reforms have been recognized by various scholars (Dalton, Scarrow, & Cain, 2006). On the 

international level, organizations such as the OECD and the EU have published recommendations for 

institutional reform in which they argue that citizens’ disaffection with the system can be solved by 

increasing their involvement in political debate and decision making. By using information, consultation 

and active participation, governments can strengthen their relation with citizens. It is widely 
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acknowledged that active participation leads to better policy making and policy implementation because 

there is more input from citizens and because citizens are informed about new policy developments. 

Furthermore, by allowing citizen participation, the government creates an image of openness and this is 

believed to eventually lead to an increase in trust and legitimacy of government (Gramberger, 2001). 

At the national level, the Dutch government gave various advisory committees the task of 

recommending reforms which are necessary to resolve the legitimacy crisis. The Deetman commission is 

one of the well known commissions from the 1990s which pleaded for a different style of politics in order 

to solve the legitimacy problem (Andeweg, 1997). This commission argued that, although the Dutch 

population had changed, the Dutch elite had failed to adapt to these changes out of fear of losing power. 

Institutional reforms (such as for instance referendums and electoral system reforms) were deemed 

necessary in order to bring the Dutch elite more in touch with the needs of the people. 

Political institutions however, are known for their ‘stickiness’ and slowness in change. How can 

one explain the trend of democratic reform if institutions are enduring? Most importantly, how can one 

explain endogenous change that is change that occurs from within the institution? New institutionalism 

struggles to find answers to these questions, and the answers provided by sociological institutionalism, 

rational choice institutionalism and historical institutionalism differ.  

 

Within democracies elites are endogenous actors which are able to bring about change. Elites, amongst 

them legislators, are the ones who have the authority to make choices concerning institutional reforms by 

deciding the agenda and giving the final approval. This paper seeks to explain why different 

parliamentarians would prefer different types of reforms. Sociological institutionalist, rational-choice 

institutionalist, and historical institutionalist provide different quasi parameters (Greif & Laitin, 2004) or 

factors which underlie institutional change. This paper will examine the inter-relationship among the 

various institutionalist explanations. As argued by Hall and Taylor (Hall & Taylor, 1996): 

 



   

 4 

Each of these literatures seems to reveal different and genuine dimensions of human behavior 

and of the effects institutions can have on behavior. None of the literatures appears to be 

wrong-headed or substantially untrue. More often, each seems to be providing a partial 

account of the forces at work in a given situation or capturing different dimensions of the 

human action and institutional impact present there (p.22). 

 

After reviewing the new institutionalist literature and its approach towards institutional change, the 

second section of this paper will introduce the data used for the analysis. This study will examine the 

support for institutional reform among legislators in the Netherlands in 1990 and 2006. The Netherlands 

is the focus of this analysis because it has been actively debating and experimenting with institutional 

reform. Furthermore, longitudinal parliamentary surveys are available which ask legislators various 

questions about the desirability of various democratic reforms. 

 

Theory 

 

Although in theory institutions are expected to be sticky and resistant to change, various scholars (Dalton 

et al., 2003) have acknowledged that the process of democracy has been substantially restructured within 

established industrial nations. Some of the reforms they have detected require constitutional amendments: 

electoral system changes, direct elections of leaders, reforms to increase the transparency of decision 

making and an increased use of referendums and other forms of direct democracy (such as citizen 

initiatives and citizen consultations etc). 

New Institutionalist theorists are now developing explanations for institutional reform. Within 

recent new-institutionalist literature, change can be comprehended within three broad frameworks: 

sociological institutionalism, rational-choice institutionalism, and historical institutionalism. The first 

stresses that institutions influence the identities of actors which eventually influence their preferences. 

The second approach emphasizes the fact that politicians change institutions because of strategic 

motivations. And the third approach, although more eclectic by nature, accentuates the influence of 

‘critical junctures’ for the development of new ideas. 
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Sociological Institutionalism 

 

Also known as the cultural approach (Lowndes, 1996), sociological institutionalism perceives behavior as 

being defined by an understanding of the way the world works. This view asserts that individuals exist in 

a world of overlapping formal and informal institutions. These institutions supply individuals with 

routines and cognitive templates (identity) which they can turn to for clarification and action. Before an 

individual can use these frames to guide his or her behavior the individual has to be socialized to 

internalize the particular norms and values of the institution.  

By stressing cultural routines, sociological institutionalism can often explain resistance to change 

(Thelen, 1999). Institutional reform is difficult to incorporate if one assumes that action is determined by 

identity. Those who have attempted to explain change from a normative perspective (Peters, 1999) have 

argued  that  the greater the division between the values declared by the institution and the (perceived) 

behavior of the institution the greater the chance for institutional change. Furthermore, recent accounts of 

change have tended to stress the role of the socializing entrepreneur (Rittberger, 2003). Entrepreneurs are 

actors internal to the institution who advance the norms and values of the institution. These entrepreneurs, 

therefore, tend to play an important role in the development and spreading of new cognitive frames. 

Following the sociological institutionalism account, change will most likely occur through a learning 

effect, when the entrepreneurs of an institution acknowledge a disjuncture between norms and values and 

their enactment.   

 The increase of democratic reforms since the 1990s (Dalton et al., 2006) could suggest that elites 

in western democracies are now more aware of the division between democratic norms and the actual 

workings of liberal democracy. Being aware of the disaffection of many citizens in their country, elites 

are genuinely trying to enhance the legitimacy of the decision making process. Elites in this case would 

want to reform institutions that had brought them to power because they want to do the right “democratic 

deed” and give more power to the citizens (Katz, 2006). Accepting the disjuncture between democratic 
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norms and actual functioning of democratic institutions parliamentarians will promote the need for 

reform. 

 Various studies have indicated that parliamentarians sometimes support structural changes which 

could disadvantage them. These parliamentarians are often guided by core democratic values or ideology 

when taking such decisions. For instance, authors have found that the choice of electoral systems in 166 

nations “is not merely an outcome of party interest, but is also strongly influenced by ideas of what is 

good just, or efficient” (Blais & Massicotte, 1997). Other have discovered that parliamentarians who are 

most satisfied with the way democracy is working are less likely to support electoral reforms while 

parliamentarians with post-materialist and leftist values are more favorable towards democratic change 

(Bowler, Donovan, & Karp, 2006). And in somewhat similar studies in both established and non-

established democracies authors find that reforms towards more direct democracy (Bowler, Donovan, & 

Karp, 2002) or separations of power (Pigenko, Wise, & Brown, 2002) are assessed through ideological 

filters.  

   

Rational Choice Institutionalism 

 

Unlike the sociological approach, rational choice institutionalism (or as often called the calculus 

approach) (Lowndes, 1996) devotes attention to the instrumental and calculative aspect of human 

behavior. Actors are assumed to be rational and they strive to maximize the attainment of a set of 

preferences through strategic behavior (Hall & Taylor, 1996). Although not denying that politicians might 

fulfill different roles, researchers have found that one of the central behavioral strategies of legislatures is 

the ambition to obtain or maintain some political office (StrØm, 1997). 

 Just as with the sociological institutionalist approach, change remains difficult to explain because 

rational choice institutionalist assume that actors have fixed preferences.  It is often the losers in a certain  

institutional design who want to change the institutions that brought about their deprived position (Riker, 

1982). Winners, on the contrary, will do all within their power to keep the status quo. However, if the 
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design is no longer adequate in maintaining their favorable position they will strive to consciously change 

their strategy.  

 Various studies of constitutional change have used this view. In his attempt to explain why 

political elites would want to reform electoral systems, Katz (2006), for instance, finds that one reason 

why elites in power would agree to change the rules of the game that had brought them to power is self 

interest. In other words, they were able to benefit from such a change. The winners might perceive their 

victory being seriously threatened the existing rules or because they are overly optimistic about their 

future gains under new rules. Bowler, Donovan and Karp (2006 and 2002) observe that legislators are 

often led by personal gain when considering various proposals of institutional reform. Their evidence 

shows that respondents from a governing party or winning party are more satisfied with democracy and 

more supportive of the established electoral system than respondents from opposition and losing parties. 

Some parliamentarians even support reforms that would undermine the representative structure of 

democracy because they believe it would enhance their position. One comparative study of government 

initiated referenda even concludes that referendums were usually held as means to increase electoral 

shares (Morel, 2001).  

 

Historical Institutionalism 

 

The third institutionalist approach is generally considered to be a more comprehensive approach which 

borrows explanations eclectically from sociological institutionalism and rational choice institutionalism 

(Knill & Lenschow, 2001; Peters, 1999). The most important aspect of historical institutionalism is the 

acknowledgement that history influences present day decision making.  

 Given that the historical intuitionalist framework is based on the presumption that institutional 

choices made at a certain point in time have enduring effects on the institution, makes this approach better 

in explaining why certain patterns endure rather than why they change (Peters, 1999). However, one way 

historical institutionalism attempts to explain change is through the concept of ‘punctuated 
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equilibrium’(March & Olson, 2005; Peters, 1999). Following the punctuated equilibrium model of 

institutional change, continued periods of institutional stability are obstructed by a ‘critical juncture’ or a 

crisis (March & Olson, 1989). At this point new ideas penetrate the institution and political agents adjust 

the institution to the new conditions and reforms take place.   

 Recent literature on institutional reforms often argues that the end of the Cold War in the early 

1990s provided the exogenous shock necessary for democratic reforms to occur  (Dalton et al., 2006). 

With the end of the ‘democracy versus communism’ debate, liberal democracy can no longer compare 

itself to another mode of governance. The end of the Cold War provided the shock which allowed new 

ideas, those of self reflection, into many western democracies.   

  

Data 

 

The Dutch case has been selected to evaluate the sociological, rational-choice and historical approaches to 

institutional change because the Netherlands has been active in discussing and sometimes even 

experimenting with institutional reform, and because longitudinal data are available. This study relies on 

data collected from surveys of parliamentarians in the Netherlands. The primary sources of material used 

for this study consist of the Dutch parliamentary studies of 2006 and 19901. The survey questionnaires for 

these years included a battery of items concerning opinions with regard to the functioning of democracy, 

the way parliament works, voters, the government and other institutions. Given that many of the relevant 

questions for this analysis were posed in both studies, it provides a unique opportunity for a longitudinal 

analysis with regard to elite opinions about institutional reform. The most relevant questions for this 

analysis are the questions about the desirability of formal reforms of national institutions. The relevant 

reforms available in 2006 include: 

                                                 

1 In both these years almost all members of the Second Chamber were interviewed individually. In 2006 the interview was 
conducted right before an election and in 1990 a year after elections had taken place. In all these studies the response rate was 
high: 138 (out of 150) members of the Second Chamber in 1990 and 114 (out of 150) members of the Second Chamber in 2006. 
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1. A consultative-corrective referendum 

2. A binding- corrective referendum 

3. A binding referendum regarding constitutional change 

4. A citizen legislative initiative 

5. A mixed member proportional electoral system 

6. A district system with reduced proportional representation 

7. A directly elected mayor 

8. A mayor elected by the municipal council 

9. A directly elected prime minister 

10. Removing the veto right of the First Chamber 

11. Abolishing the First Chamber 

12. Fewer seats in the Dutch Second Chamber 

13. Judicial review 

 

The questions available for 1990 are questions regarding the desirability of a decisive referendum, a 

consultative referendum, a citizen legislative initiative, introducing judicial review and abolishing the 

First Chamber. 

 

Dimensions of Institutional Reform in 1990 and 2006  

 

It is clear that there is a great variety of proposed reforms, also in terms of their reception among Dutch 

MPs. In order to reduce this variety, the dimensionalities in the support pattern for these reforms are 

investigated. The analysis will begin with the 2006 study as the largest numbers of reforms were included 

there. Subsequently, an attempt shall be made to replicate the dimensions found for 2006 in the 1990 
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study. Looking at table 1 it seems that the factor analysis2 distinguishes four dimensions in the 

institutional reform debate.  

The first dimension combines elements of direct democracy such as the various referendums 

proposals, citizen initiatives and abolishing the First Chamber with elements of a more expert oriented 

democracy, such as increasing the powers of judges. The combination of these two elements supports 

calling this dimension the anti-representative dimension. This is in line with the strand of literature which 

specifies institutional reforms according to how direct the link is between voters and decision-making. 

Such reforms aim to tackle citizen indifference by introducing more transparency into the system and by 

motivating citizen participation in decision-making through referendums and citizen initiatives (Dalton et 

al., 2006). Another group of authors affirms the increasing experimentation with non-majoritarian modes 

of governance (Majone, 1996). In this type of government voters are less visible and the decision making 

is taken away from the office seeking politician. Policy making is given to the experts, because they can 

attend to the long term needs of the system as they are not under the threat of elections, such as for 

instance judges (Dalton et al., 2006).  

The second dimension in Table 1 contains reform proposals for direct elections of leaders by the 

electorate and a negative loading for having a leader (the mayor) elected by representatives. This 

dimension resembles what is called plebiscitary reforms (Elzinga, 2006) or reforms towards a pendulum 

type of  democracy (Hendriks, 2006) in which political leadership and decisiveness are stressed through a 

direct mandate from society. Just like the first dimension, the second dimension seeks to bring about 

decision making that is decisive, majoritarian and direct.  

The third dimension consists of reforms that seek to improve the current system and the position 

of the Second Chamber. The literature identifies reforms which do not attempt to change the 

representative character of democracy, but which try to improve it (Scarrow, 2003). In the Dutch case, 

authors recognize the existence of what is called the classic-parliamentarian reforms (Elzinga, 2006). The 

                                                 

2 using varimax rotation and eigenvalues above one 
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classic-parliamentarian reforms are those which aim to strengthen representative democracy, its organs 

and the filtering mechanisms of the decision making, i.e. through electoral system reform. 

The fourth dimension, the conservative dimension, supports the status quo, it seeks to somewhat 

maintain the veto rights of the First Chamber and at the same time keep the position of the Second 

Chamber intact. The fourth dimension might relate to the integrative nature of the Dutch consensus 

democracy. In an integrative consensus system different institutions with different values have to come 

together to find a solution (a compromise) that is acceptable by all groups in society (Hendriks, 2006). 

This would explain why the fourth dimension includes maintaining the veto power of the First Chamber 

and at the same time a rejection of a reduction of the number of members in the Second Chamber. Both 

the third and the fourth factors aim to represent all segments of society, whether through electoral 

formulas, through the representatives in the Second Chamber, or through the clash of institutions.  

 

Table 1: Types of Reforms 2006 

 Anti 

representative 

reforms 

          

Plebiscitary  

Reforms 

Classic 

parliamentary 

reforms 

              
Conservative 

reforms 

Consultative-corrective referendum 0.815 0.03 0.022 0.068 
Binding- corrective referendum 0.785 0.116 0.016 -0.014 
Binding referendum regarding constitutional 

change 

                     0.650      0.206 -0.071 -0.295 

Citizen law-making initiative 0.829 -0.111 0.163 0.102 

Judicial review 0.419 0.159 0.193 0.296 
Abolishing First Chamber  0.569 0.04 0.409 -0.098 

Mixed member proportional -0.179 0.048 0.668 0.323 
Removing veto rights of First Chamber 0.158 -0.095 0.729 -0.092 
District system with reduced proportional 

representation 

0.204 0.183 0.734 -0.056 

Directly elected mayor  0.229 0.832 0.052 -0.133 
Mayor elected by the municipal council 0.195 -0.733 -0.101 0.093 
Directly elected prime minister 0.449 0.657 -0.076 0.095 

Maintaining the veto right of the First 

Chamber 

-0.041 0.014 0.144 0.789 

Fewer members in the Second Chamber -0.062 0.231 0.207 -0.542 

 

An attempt was made to replicate the dimensions found in the 2006 analysis in the 1990 study, 

although it contains fewer questions on reform proposals than the 2006 study. Using the indicators 

available in the 1990 data set, the factor analysis shows the existence of one dimension which is similar to 
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the anti-representative reform dimension in 20063 (Table 2). The same reforms as in 2006 (consultative-

corrective referendum, binding corrective referendum, the citizen law-making initiative, judicial review 

and abolishing the First Chamber) seem to load on this dimension. Now that the robustness of the anti-

representative dimension has been established the longitudinal part of this analysis will focus on this 

reform dimension, seeking to explain why parliamentarians support reforms in 2006 and 1990 and in 

particular reforms of this type. In the reminder of this analysis we will use the position of the MPs on 

these dimensions4.  

Table 2: Types of Reforms 1990 

 Anti representative democracy 

 

Consultative-corrective referendum 0.63 

Binding- corrective referendum 0.66 

Citizen law-making initiative 0.71 

Judicial review 0.49 

Abolishment of the first chamber  0.70 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

 

 

 

3 Other dimensions do not meet the criterion of an eigenvalue above 1 

4 For this purpose, the items loading highly on a certain dimension in the factor analysis were converted by adding up the 

different answers and then dividing the amount by the number of indicators to produce four scale variables. Although one might 

argue that the opinions of MPs are not important as they usually tend to follow party lines, the high standard deviations found in 

this analysis amongst parliamentarians belonging to the same party indicate that their opinions with regard to constitutional 

reforms, both in 2006 and 1990, tend to be quite divergent. 
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Hypothesis 

 

Sociological Institutionalism 

 

Sociological institutionalism argues that the identity of political actors and formal institutions is governed 

by informal institutions i.e. social constructs which are influenced by culture. Institutions influence the 

parliamentarians’ identity and this identity affects their opinions about institutional reform. 

To begin with, the variable closest to the core of sociological institutionalism is that of time spent 

in parliament. Those parliamentarians who have been the longest in parliament are less inclined to support 

reforms that jeopardize traditional representative institutions. The longer one operates within a 

representative structure, the stronger are the traditional representative values due to socialization 

processes (Checkel, 2005). Parliament as a representative institution socializes parliamentarians to hold 

(and defend) values of representative democracy. However, it might be important to point out that an 

opposite direction might also be visible.  The actual experience of parliamentarians working within the 

democratic system could make them more aware of the dysfunction of democracy, and would therefore, 

make them more likely to support democratic reforms.  

Another value orientation which is believed to set behavioral norms and determine attitude 

toward democratic reform is left-right ideology. Studies show that the left-right self-placement scale 

includes values such as religious/secular values, industrial economic value orientations and 

materialist/post-materialist values (Knutsen, 1995). Different political ideologies thus, have diverging 

views about the arrangements and process of governing and are therefore expected to have substantial 

influence on attitudes towards democratic change (Pigenko et al., 2002). It is argued that right wing 

parties, often associated with being somewhat more conservative than left-wing parties, will be 

unenthusiastic towards political reform and more supportive of maintaining the current institutional 

structure. Parliamentarians from rightist parties will thus, be socialized by their parties to hold such 

rightist values. As a result of this it is expected that parliamentarians from rightist parties will be more 
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supportive of keeping the status quo, by maintaining the First Chamber, not changing the power balance 

between the First and Second Chambers of parliament and other institutions such as the judiciary, and not 

reducing the number of members in the Second Chamber. 

With regard to the electoral system, however, Bowler, Donovan and Karp (2002) argue that right 

wing parties “appreciate the market mechanisms; winner takes all outcomes and one on one 

competitions”. Parties of the left, on the other hand, are more inclined to be supportive of “planning 

proportionality and a corporate struggle between societal camps” (Bowler et al., 2002) or a diffuse 

political system with multiple layers (Pigenko et al., 2002). Left wing parties, thus, would find the 

existing PR electoral system more desirable while parties on the right would desire a more majoritarian 

electoral system. At the same time, regarding issues of state revenues, Bowler, Donovan and Karp (2002, 

p.739) argue that right-of-centre politicians would be more inclined to support direct citizen participation 

because it tends to constrain the growth of the state.  

Furthermore, it is often asserted that post materialist values are associated with reforms that give 

citizens more power over government. “Post materialist” politicians who value political expression and 

value giving people more say in government decisions may be more supportive of reforms even if these 

reforms weaken their own control of the political agenda” (Bowler, Donovan and Karp, 2002). Given that 

the data set does not contain all the indicators necessary for a post-materialist scale, age will be used as a 

proxy for post-materialism. It is anticipated that the younger generation will have more progressive 

democratic values and that they will therefore, be more supportive of reforms towards direct citizen 

participation (Inglehart, 1977). 

 And finally, in accordance to the sociological institutionalist approach it is expected that the 

greater the division between the values declared by the institution and the (perceived) behavior of the 

institution the greater the chance for institutional change. It is thus expected that parliamentarians which 

are dissatisfied with democracy and/or those which acknowledge the existence of a confidence gap to be 

more likely to support anti-representative reforms than those which are satisfied with democracy and/or 

those which do not agree with the existence of a confidence gap.   
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Rational Choice Institutionalism 

 

Within rational choice theory actors are assumed to be rational, i.e. they strive to maximize their 

preferences through strategic calculations. Given that institutions are often multiple layered social 

phenomena (Lieberman, 2002), to explain change it is necessary to stress the link between the different 

layers and define the circumstances and mechanisms that generate democratic reform. Under the current 

electoral system, the fate of legislators is closely linked to that of their party. It can therefore be expected 

that legislators’ opinions are influenced by their party’s situation, that is, their opinions regarding various 

reforms will be influenced by whether the party is a winner or a loser of the system (StrØm, 1997).  

On the one hand, legislators will be more inclined to support institutional change when their party 

is in opposition than when it is in government. Legislators in opposition parties have limited influence on 

the agenda setting and policy outcomes. It is therefore, more likely for them to support reform initiatives 

such as referendums, citizen initiatives, judicial review which would give them new access points. On the 

other hand, those parliamentarians whose party is in government are more likely to support the 

introduction of a district system because this would ensure them more seats in parliament. However, even 

if a reform might be in the self interest of incumbents they might want to avoid taking risks and resist 

change.  

Another way of measuring whether parties are winners or losers is by measuring the gain or loss 

of votes in the latest elections. Parliamentarians belonging to parties that lost seats in the latest elections 

would be more likely to support reforms that would help them and their party increase their electoral 

gains and influence on policy making.  

Katz and Mair’s (1997) idea of cartel parties provides a third way of distinguishing winners from 

losers. The authors assert that parties in Western democracies have become the agents of the state while 

abandoning their role in civil society. Applying this idea to the subject of constitutional reforms one can 

distinguish the opinions of parliamentarians belonging to parties belonging to the cartel and those outside 

the cartel. Parties that have taken part in government before, even if they tend to be losers once in a while, 
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tend not to support institutional reforms which might increase the chances of other parties to enter 

government or allow them to exert more influence on the system. Parties that have taken part in 

government before will not support institutional change because they will have to deal with the risk when 

they enter government again. Therefore, it is expected that parliamentarians belonging to governmental 

parties would also be less inclined to support institutional reforms. 

 Furthermore, groups that have had little access to the decision making process in the past are 

more likely to want to create rules that give them more influence on the agenda. Women and members of 

small parties which have traditionally been excluded from power are expected to be more supportive of 

reforms towards direct citizen participation because it creates more access points for influence (Bowler, 

Donovan and Karp, 2002). On the contrary, reforms that would reduce proportional representation, such 

as the introduction of a district system, would be unpopular as they would hinder the entrance of women 

and lead to electoral loss for the smaller parties.  

 

Historical Institutionalism 

 

Following the punctuated equilibrium model within historical institutionalism would lead one to expect 

that the end of the Cold War had an effect on the perception of parliamentarians towards democratic 

reforms. After the end of the Cold War in 1989 parliamentarians are no longer able to compare the 

democratic system to a communist system and are therefore more aware of the shortcomings of 

democracy. The emergence of all sorts of proposals for citizen empowerment, such as referendums and 

citizen initiatives, could be a result of the penetration of new ideas during this critical juncture. 

Parliamentarians in 1990 thus, are expected to be less supportive of institutional reforms than 

parliamentarians in 2006.  

 Furthermore, the landslide elections of 2002 are also often described as a shock for the Dutch 

political system. It is often argued that rightist parties, those threatened most by the electoral victory of 

the new rightist populist Pim Fortuyn party in 2002, have taken more populist position. Elzinga (2006) 
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expects that before 2002, Dutch legislators belonging to leftist parties were more likely to support direct 

forms of democracy. After the entrance of the Pim Fortuyn party, however, rightist parties would be more 

in favor of populist reforms. Thus, parliamentarians from rightist parties would be more inclined to 

support anti-representative reforms in 2006 than in 1990.   

 

Results  

 

Structural explanations 

 

In table 4 the sociological institutionalist model is compared with the rational-choice institutionalist 

model with regard to the anti-representative dimension. The first model, the sociological model, seems to 

explain 35% of the variance in this dimension. The left-right self placement scale has a strong effect on 

the desirability of anti-representative reforms. This suggests that parliamentarians identifying with leftist 

ideology are more supportive of anti-representative reforms than parliamentarians identifying with the 

rightist ideology. Furthermore, the variable satisfaction with democracy has a weak effect on the 

dependent variable. The positive result indicates that those parliamentarians who are not satisfied with 

democracy are more likely to support anti-parliamentary reforms. All the other ’sociological’ variables, 

such as time spent in parliament, parliamentarian’s age and the belief that a confidence gap between 

citizens and politicians exists, do not seem to have a significant impact on the desirability of anti-

representative reforms.  

The second model tests the effect of the rational-choice institutionalist variables on the anti-

representative dimension. Party size seems to have a strong impact on the desirability of anti-

representative reforms. Parliamentarians belonging to small parties are more positive about the 

introduction of reforms that create more possibilities for citizens to influence decision-making than 

parliamentarians from bigger parties. The variables gender and governmental party do not seem to have a 
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significant impact on the dependent variable. The second model explains 27% of the variance in the anti-

representative variable. 

 In the third model, models one and two were combined to asses their total effect. The left-right 

self placement scale maintains its effect on the anti-representative dimension. The variable satisfaction 

with democracy, however, has no significant effect in the third model. Party size remains significant in 

the third model, the effect, however, has slightly declined. Combined, the first and the second model seem 

to explain 46 % of the variance, which is significantly higher than in the separated models. 

Table 3: Explaining support for anti-representative reforms in 2006  

 

 

Beta (SE) Model 1 Beta (SE) Model 2  Beta (SE) Model 3 

Left-right self placement  -0.554  (0.023)**  -0.550 (0.021)** 
Left-right party placement  0.006   (0.027)   0.030 (0.026) 
Time spent in parliament   0.046   (0.001)   0.046 (0.001) 
Parliamentarian’s age -0.160  (0.003)  -0.143 (0.003) 
Satisfaction with democracy  0.206   (0.047)*   0.029 (0.048) 
Existence of a confidence gap -0.153   (0.062)  -0.104 (0.058) 
Gender    0.076 (0.061) -0.006 (0.057) 
Governmental party   -0.009 (0.120)  0.207 (0.130) 
Party size  -0.522 (0.089)** -0.486 (0.089)** 
N 94  94  94 
Adjusted R-square 0.354 0.266 0.463 

Model significance ** ** ** 
**p<.01; *p<.05   

 

Hereafter an attempt was made to replicate the results of 2006 in the 1990 data set. In table 4 we 

can see that the sociological institutionalist model explains 32% of the variance in the desirability of anti-

representative reforms. The only variable with a significant impact is the left-right variable. Similar to 

2006, parliamentarians who identify with leftist ideology are more supportive of anti-representative 

reforms than parliamentarians identifying with rightist ideology. The second model, the rational-choice 

institutionalist model, explains 18.5% of the variance in the dependent variable. Just as the case in 2006, 

party size has a strong impact on the desirability of these reforms. Parliamentarians belonging to smaller 

parties are more likely to support reforms that allow more influence on decision-making than 

parliamentarians belonging to larger parties. Unlike the results in 2006, the governmental party variable 
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seems to have a weak albeit significant impact. This leads us to assert that parliamentarians belonging to 

governmental parties are more in favor of allowing anti-representative reforms. In the combined model, 

however, this effect is no longer significant. The combined model explains almost 42% of the variance in 

the dependent variable, once again significantly higher than the separated models.  

Table 4: Explaining support for anti-representative reforms in 1990 

 

 

Beta (SE) Model 1 Beta (SE) Model 2  Beta (SE) Model 3 

Left-right self placement  -0,586 (0.019)**  -0.524 (0.018)** 
Time spent in parliament    0.025 (0.000)   0.039 (0.000) 
Parliamentarian’s age  -0.061 (0.002)  -0.017 (0.002) 
Gender    0.086 (0.059) -0.023 (0.020) 
Governmental party    0.272 (0.099)*   0.135 (0.043) 
Party size  -0.588 (0.075)** -0.399 (0.070)** 
N  112  112  112 
Adjusted R-square  0.320  0.185  0.415 

Model significance ** ** ** 
**p<.01; *p<.05   

 

Furthermore, in table 5 the sociological and rational-choice institutionalist models are applied to explain 

support for plebiscitary reforms. The findings in the first column demonstrate that the sociological 

institutionalist model explains almost 14% of the variance in the dependent variable. It seems that 

parliamentarians which are least satisfied with democracy are more likely to support plebiscitary reforms. 

The effect, however, is weak. In the second column, one can notice that the second model is stronger than 

the first model with regard to plebiscitary reforms. The explained variance is almost 33%. Both the 

variables governmental party and party size seem to have a strong and positive effect on the desirability 

of plebiscitary reforms. MPs from governmental parties seem to be more in favor of plebiscitary reforms 

than MPs whose party has never taken part in government before. Furthermore, parliamentarians from 

small parties are more in favor of plebiscitary reforms than parliamentarians from larger parties. 

In the third column, once again, both models are combined. For the sociological explanation, it 

seems that the significant effect of satisfaction with democracy has disappeared. Instead the effect of the 

left-right placement scale of the party is significant but weak. Those parliamentarians who see their 
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parties as being rightist are more likely to support plebiscitary reforms. As observed in the second model, 

belonging to a governmental party and ones party size retain their strong effect on the desirability of 

plebiscitary reforms, although the effect seems to have decreased slightly. The overall model has an 

explanatory power of 36 %. 

Table 5: Explaining support for plebiscitary reforms in 2006 

 

 

Beta (SE) Model 1 Beta (SE) Model 2  Beta (SE) Model 3 

Left-right self placement  -0.007 (0.026)  -0.059 (0.023) 
Left-right party placement  0.297 (0.031)   0.274 (0.027)* 
Time spent in parliament  -0.003 (0.001)   0.007 (0.001) 
Parliamentarian’s age -0.114 (0.225)  -0.113 (0.003) 
Satisfaction with democracy  0.223 (0.021)*  -0.002 (0.050) 
Existence of a confidence gap -0.163 (0.008)  -0.131 (0.059) 
Gender   -0.121 (0.055) -0.105 (0.059) 
Governmental party    0.674 (0.111)**  0.519 (0.127)** 
Party size  -0.734 (0.086)** -0.679 (0.094)** 
N 101 101 101 
Adjusted R-square 0.137 0.325 0.360 

Model significance ** ** ** 
**p<.01; *p<.05   

 

In table 6 we look at the classic parliamentary reform dimension. In the first column it appears that the 

sociological institutionalist model has no significant impact on this reform dimension. The second model, 

the rational-choice model, explains 9.5% of the variance in the classic parliamentary reforms. 

Governmental party has a significant and moderate effect, suggesting that parliamentarians from parties 

that have taken part in government before are more likely to support classic parliamentary reforms than 

parliamentarians from parties that have never taken part in government. The combined model depicted in 

the third column, does not seem to be significant. The only significant variable is, once again, 

governmental party. 
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Table 6: Explaining support for classic parliamentary reforms in 2006 

 

 

Beta (SE) Model 1 Beta (SE) Model 2  Beta (SE) Model 3 

Left-right self placement  -0.009 (0.026)   0.068 (0.025) 
Left-right party placement -0.047 (0.029)   0.181 (0.029) 
Time spent in parliament  -0.137 (0.001)   0.035 (0.001) 
Parliamentarian’s age  0.055  (0.003)   0.017 (0.003) 
Satisfaction with democracy  0.038 (0.051)   0.064 (0.053) 
Existence of a confidence gap  0.044 (0.067)   0.006 (0.064) 
Gender    0.170 (0.058)  0.019 (0.064) 
Governmental party    0.402 (0.112)**   0.456 (0.134)** 
Party size  -0.086 (0.088) -0.055 (0.101) 
N 99 99 99 
Adjusted R-square 0.022 0.095 0.068 

Model significance  **  
**p<.01; *p<.05   

 

Finally, an attempt was made to explain why parliamentarians would support to maintain the status quo. 

None of the three models and none of the variables within these models seems to have a significant 

impact on the conservative dimension (see table 7). 

 

Table 7: Explaining support for conservative reforms in 2006 

 

 

Beta (SE) Model 1 Beta (SE) Model 2  Beta (SE) Model 3 

Left-right self placement   0.023 (0.031)   0.066 (0.032) 
Left-right party placement -0.173 (0.037)   0.116 (0.037) 
Time spent in parliament  -0.053 (0.001)  -0.098 (0.001) 
Parliamentarian’s age  0.164 (0.002)   0.189 (0.004) 
Satisfaction with democracy -0.006 (0.003)  -0.045 (0.068) 
Existence of a confidence gap  0.140 (0.080)   0.172 (0.081) 
Gender    0.089 (0.073)  0.066 (0.080) 
Governmental party   -0.189 (0.145) -0.127 (0.168) 
Party size  -0.023 (0.116) -0.106 (0.128) 
N 97 97 97 
Adjusted R-square 0.003 0.024 0.004 

Model significance    
**p<.01; *p<.05   
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Situational explanations 

 

The first hypothesis with regard to the punctuated equilibrium model, stating that parliamentarians in 

1990 are less likely to support anti-representative reforms than parliamentarians in 2006 due to the end of 

the Cold War was  examined using an independent sample T-test (see table 8). The results of this analysis 

indicate that parliamentarians in 2006 are slightly more supportive of anti-representative reform than 

parliamentarians in 1990. Although this increase in desirability of anti-representative reforms is small, the 

test seems to suggest that it is significant nevertheless. Concluding, members of parliament in 2006 differ 

from members of parliament in 1990 with regard to their opinions to reforms that change representative 

democracy. 

 The second hypothesis with regard to the punctuated equilibrium model, stating that 

parliamentarians belonging to leftist parties in 2006 will be more in favor of anti-representative reforms 

than parliamentarians belonging to rightist parties in 1990, was also tested using a T-test (see table 8). 

The results indicate that parliamentarians from rightist parties in 2006 are not significantly different from 

those in 1990. The same analysis was conducted for parliamentarians from leftist parties and once again 

the differences are not statistically significant. 
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Table 8: punctuated equilibrium model 

T-test punctuated equilibrium 

model 

 Mean  F-statistic 

(significance) 

N 

Hypothesis     
Parliamentarians in 1990 are less 
likely to support anti-
representative reforms than 
parliamentarians in 2006 due to 
the end of the Cold War.  

Parliamentarians in 1990 0.3242 

 
 
5,348 (0.021)* 

 
 
158 

 

 
Parliamentarians in 2006 0.3364 

 100 

Leftist parties would be more in 
favor of anti-representative 
reforms in 1990 while rightist 
parties would be more in favor of 
reform in 2006 after the landslide 
elections of 2002 

 
 
Parliamentarians of the right 
1990 

 
0.1761 

 
 
 
0.920 (0.339) 
 

 
 
 
104 

 

 

Parliamentarians of the right 
2006 

0.1751 
  

59 
 

 Parliamentarians of the left 1990 0.5015 
 
0.249 (0.619) 

 
32 
 

 Parliamentarians of the left 2006  0.5972  67 
**p<.01; *p<.05   

Two hypotheses from the rational-choice institutionalist approach that do not lend themselves for a 

regression analysis (given that they are situational by nature) were tested using a T-test (Table 9). One of 

these hypotheses asserts that parliamentarians belonging to parties which are in government are less likely 

to support anti-representative reforms than parliamentarians belonging to parties in the opposition. For 

this purpose parties which were in opposition in 1990 and in government in 2006 (or vice versa) were 

selected for the analysis. Two parties fulfill this criterion: the social-democratic party, PvdA, was in 

government in 1990 but in opposition in 2006 while the liberal party, VVD, was in opposition in 1990 

and in government in 2006. Results show that PvdA parliamentarians are slightly more supportive of anti-

representative reforms when they are in government (Table 9). However, this difference is not statistically 

significant suggesting that the PvdA parliamentarians whose party is in government are not different from 

PvdA parliamentarians whose party is in opposition. VVD parliamentarians whose party is in government 

in 2006 are more in favor of anti-representative reforms than the VVD parliamentarians whose party is in 

opposition in 1990. This difference between the two groups is statistically significant. These two findings 



   

 24 

refute the hypothesis that parliamentarians whose party is in opposition are more in favor of constitutional 

reforms than parliamentarians whose party is in government.  

The second situational hypothesis asserts that parliamentarians belonging to parties that have 

gained seats in the last elections are less likely to support anti-representative reforms than 

parliamentarians whose party has lost seats in the last elections. To test this hypothesis those members of 

parliaments have to be selected whose parties have lost seats in the elections preceding the 1990 study 

and won seats in the elections preceding the 2006 study (or vice versa). 

Both the social democratic (PvdA) and the liberal party (VVD) had lost seats in 1990 but gained 

seats in 2003 while the social-liberal party (D66) had won seats in 1990 but lost seats in 2003. Looking at 

the results of the PvdA and the VVD it seems that parliamentarians from both parties have become more 

favorable towards anti-representative reforms once their parties have gained seats in elections. With 

regard to the D66 party it seems that the parliamentarians from this party have become somewhat more 

supportive towards anti-representative reforms in 2006 after the party had lost seats in 2003. The fact that 

both MPs from the VVD and the PvdA have become more supportive of anti-representative reforms 

despite belonging to parties that are considered winners of the system would suggest that the increase 

observed amongst the D66 parliamentarians is due to a broader cultural shift rather than due to its 

electoral losses. The difference between the two groups does not seem to be statistically significant. To 

conclude, the hypothesis cannot be accepted. 
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Table 9: government vs. opposition and winners vs. losers 

T-test situational variables  Mean  F-statistic 

(significance) 

N 

 

Hypothesis 
  

  

Parliamentarians belonging to parties 
that are in government are less likely 
to support anti-representative reforms 
than are parliamentarians belonging to 
parties in opposition. 

 
Parliamentarians from the PvdA 
1990 (party in government) 

 
 
 
0.5015 

 
 
 
0.004 (0.947) 

 
 
 
48 

 Parliamentarians from the PvdA 
2006 (party in opposition) 

 
0.5432 

  
27 

 Parliamentarians from the VVD 
1990 (party in opposition) 

 
0.0516 

 
21.27 (0.000) ** 

 
19 

 Parliamentarians from the VVD 
2006 (party in government) 

 
0.2262 

  
14 

     
Parliamentarians belonging to parties 
that have gained seats in the last 
elections are less likely to support 
anti-representative reforms than 
parliamentarians belonging to parties 
that have lost seats in the last 
elections. 

 
 
 
Parliamentarians from the PvdA 
1990 (party lost seats) 

 
 
 
 
0.5015 

 
 
 
 
 
0.004 (0.947) 

 
 
 
 
 
48 

 Parliamentarians from the PvdA 
2006 (party gained seats) 

 
0.5432 

  
27 

 Parliamentarians from the VVD 
1990 (party lost seats) 

 
0.0516 

 
21.27 (0.000)** 

 
19 

 Parliamentarians from the VVD 
2006 (party gained seats) 

 
0.2262 

  
14 

 Parliamentarians from the D66 
1990 (party gained seats) 

 
0.7143 

 
3.728 (0.070) 

 
12 

 Parliamentarians from the D66  
2006 (party lost seats) 

 
0.9000 

  
5 

**p<.01; *p<.05   
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Conclusion 

 

This study formulated a couple of expectations which were derived from three approaches within new-

institutionalist theory concerning institutional change. Following the sociological-institutionalist approach 

firstly, it was expected that parliamentarians are guided by their ideology when evaluating the desirability 

of anti-representative reforms. The results of the regression analysis show that leftist parliamentarians are 

more supportive of anti-representative reforms in both 2006 and 1990. 

 However, other expectations within this approach were not able to explain why parliamentarians 

support certain types of reforms. Younger parliamentarians do not seem to be more in favor of anti-

representative reforms than older parliamentarians. Furthermore, results show that neither the time spent 

in parliament nor a parliamentarian’s dissatisfaction with the way democracy works seems to guide his or 

her decision concerning the introduction of any type of reform.  

 Following the rational-choice institutionalist approach it was expected that those parties 

that have participated in government before would be less likely to support institutional reforms because 

there is a chance for them to enter government again. This expectation is supported in the models 

explaining plebiscitary reforms and classic parliamentary reforms in 2006 and somewhat weakly in the 

1990 rational choice model explaining anti-representative reforms. The findings go against our 

preliminary expectations: MPs from parties that have participated in government before are more likely to 

support anti-representative, plebiscitary and classic-parliamentary reforms than parliamentarians 

belonging to parties that have never taken part in government before. 

Second, it was expected that parliamentarians coming from small parties would be more 

supportive towards anti-representative reforms because they would ensure that these parliamentarians 

have more access points to influence decision-making. Results indicate that parliamentarians from smaller 

parties are indeed more in favor of anti-representative reforms in 1990 and 2006. They are also more 

supportive of plebiscitary reforms in the 2006 study. Other traditionally excluded groups such as women 

however, are not more likely to support reforms that would allow more inclusionary reforms.  
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Remaining rational-choice institutionalist hypotheses were refuted in this analysis. Firstly it was 

found that parties remain more supportive of reforms regardless of whether they are in government or 

opposition. Furthermore, MPs remained more supportive of reforms even if their parties were winners or 

losers in the preceding elections. 

Analysis of the punctuated equilibrium model demonstrates that although parliamentarians in 

2006 are only slightly more supportive towards reforms than parliamentarians in 1990, these differences 

are indeed significant. Furthermore, rightist parties in 1990 are not significantly different from rightist 

parties in 2006, concluding that the landslide election of 2001 did not have much of an effect. 

Overall, one could conclude that the variables included in this analysis explain a sizable amount 

of variance in support of anti-representative reforms. In terms of explained variance, the sociological 

model in particular is successful in accounting for anti-representative reforms for 1990 and 2006. When 

combined with the rational-choice institutionalist model however, it seems that the explanatory strength 

increases significantly. The variable party size enhances our understanding of why parliamentarians will 

support institutional reforms. These findings affirm the opinions of those scholars who have argued that 

human behavior is complex following different logics at the same time: “…institutional change results 

from a complex interactive process that cannot be reduced to a single behavioral logic or sequence. Both 

attempts to join forces may be useful to explain the presence or absence of institutional change…”(Knill 

& Lenschow, 2001) 
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