
Parliamentary Voting Procedures in Comparison∗

Simon Hug†, Simone Wegmann‡, and Reto Wüest§
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Abstract

Increasingly, scholars of legislative politics propose comparative anal-
yses of parliamentary voting behavior across different countries and par-
liaments. Yet parliamentary voting procedures differ dramatically across
parliamentary chambers and ignoring these differences may, in the extreme,
lead to meaningless comparisons. In this paper we present a first glimpse
at a comprehensive data collection effort covering more than 250 parlia-
mentary chambers in 176 countries. A first look at our data, focusing on
the standard operating procedures for final passage votes, shows some no-
table differences as compared to previous studies on parliamentary voting
procedures.
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1 Introduction

In recent years studies on parliamentary voting have flourished both in terms of

methodological innovations and geographical coverage. From the early work by

Lowell (1901) and Rice (1925) on various aspects of cohesion scholars have devel-

opped sophisticated tools to deal with parliamentary voting data (see for instance

for a survey Poole 2005) and gone beyond the British and US parliaments to cover

a wide range of legislative chambers (for some comparative work see Carey 2007a;

Hix and Noury 2007; Carey 2009; Depauw and Martin 2009; Coman 2012). At

the same time both in terms of theoretical insights and methodological innova-

tions work on the US Congress has largely dominated the field. This domination

in conjunction with a preconception that in Congress practically all business was

conducted in roll call votes (see for instance Poole and Rosenthal 1997, 56 and

below) has led to a considerable lack of attention paid to the exact voting proce-

dures1 used in parliaments.

As these voting procedures vary considerably across parliamentary cham-

bers (see for instance Interparliamentary Union 1986; Saalfeld 1995; Carrubba,

Gabel and Hug 2008; Carey 2009; Hug 2010; Crisp and Driscoll 2012) the data-

generating process that leads to roll call data inevitably varies. Nevertheless,

scholars have relied on roll call data from different contexts without taking these

differences into account (see for instance Carey 2007a; Hix and Noury 2007; De-

pauw and Martin 2009; Coman 2012). Except under rather optimistic assump-

tions, such comparative work is fraught with considerable problems.

One reason why scholars proceed this way might be linked to a scarcity of

comprehensive information on parliamentary voting procedures. While the In-

terparliamentary Union (1986) (see also Union Interparlementaire 1966), Saalfeld

(1995), Carey (2009) and Crisp and Driscoll (2012) provided such information, it

is either dated (first two sources) or offers only partial coverage (the latter three

sources). Consequently, in this paper we present a first glimpse at a comprehen-

sive data collection effort, which aims at providing detailed and time-informative

data on parliamentary voting procedures. The data collection relies on an expert

survey carried out in the spring of 2012, with experts responding from an aca-

1We will use the terms ‘voting procedures’ and ‘voting methods’ as synonymous in this paper
even though Rasch (1995, 489; 2000, 5) considers the former as consisting of “[. . .] a balloting
method and [. . .] of more or less complex decision rules.”
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demic background, but also members of the Association of Secretaries General of

Parliaments and other experts.

In the present paper we provide information on a first set of important aspects

of parliamentary voting procedures for European parliaments and compare it with

other data.2 In the next section we briefly motivate the importance of considering

the exact voting procedures used when doing research on parliamentary votes.

Section three is devoted to a short description of our data source, namely the

expert survey. In section four we report on essential features of parliamentary

voting procedures in European parliaments as of today. Section five concludes

and sketches our future research.

2 Parliamentary Voting Procedures

Recent work has alerted legislative scholars to the importance of institutional

minutiae to understand parliaments. In a survey article Cox (2006, 141f) states

that “important bills can only pass pursuant motions formally stated and voted

upon in the plenary session” and that in the absence of constraining rules the

“legislative state of nature” would result in an almost impassable bottleneck.

Parliaments have surmounted these problems to make themselves “efficient” (Cox

1987) by resorting to the “mirroring principle” (McCubbins 2005), namely that

the constraining rules adopted to confront the bottleneck“mirror” largely features

of the polity concerned.

Central in these arguments are two features. First, without voting3 on the

floor of a parliamentary chamber few if any things would be done (see also Saalfeld

1995, 529; Aydelotte 1977, 13). Second, political parties play in most legislatures

the central role in surmounting the “legislative state of nature” (Cox 2006, 141f).

These two elements combine, however, in an important feature that is often

neglected. While an individual casting a vote electing a member of parliament

(MP) may well argue that her vote should remain secret, her MP could face a

more difficult time arguing for such secrecy.4 Carey (2009) nicely argues that

2Saalfeld (1995) provided similar (now dated) data on a much smaller set of European
parliaments, while Crisp and Driscoll (2012) offer information on Latin American parliaments.

3Voting, defined as the “act of indicating one’s preferences among competing policies or
candidates” (Finer 1987, 631).

4Many of the mechanisms that allow political parties to surmount Cox’s (2006) bottleneck are
only viable if party leaders can at least partially observe the voting behavior of their members.
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MPs as agents are carrying out tasks for various principals (voters, parties, etc.)

and that in such principal-agent relationships accountability plays a central role.

In terms of an MP’s voting behavior, accountability hinges to a considerable

extent on the exact voting procedures used in a parliament. In Carey’s (2009)

perspective different types of voting methods allow particular principals to moni-

tor their agents’ behavior. If votes are cast in secret, as done by the voter casting

a vote for an MP, monitoring is strictly not possible. In signal voting, e.g., by

show of hands etc., only individuals present (e.g., party leaders) may monitor

MPs. Finally, in what Carey (2009, 49) calls “public voting” (e.g., roll call votes)

both individuals present in the chamber and actors outside (e.g., interest groups

and voters) can monitor the behavior of their MPs.

As much of the theoretical and methodological innovations stem from research

on the US Congress, and that for the latter it was commonly assumed that practi-

cally all business was conducted by roll call votes (e.g., Poole and Rosenthal 1997,

56),5 the importance of voting methods was considerably downplayed. Thus, it

cannot surprise that the issue of partial observability of MPs’ voting behavior

was raised by comparativists at first, for instance by Fennell (1974), who tried to

understand why some decisions in the Argentinian parliament were reached by

roll call votes, while others were not.6 Saalfeld (1995) provided a cursory glimpse

at how voting rules differed across a set of western parliaments. The compendia

published by Interparliamentary Union (1986) (see also Union Interparlementaire

1966) provided similarly some cursary information on the voting rules that were

used by Carrubba, Gabel and Hug (2008) and Hug (2010) to alert scholars to the

wide variety of voting methods in use. Similar, though more partial summaries

appear in Carey’s (2007b) work focusing mostly on Latin American parliaments

(see also Carey 2009; Crisp and Driscoll 2012) and in Middlebrook’s (2003a) study

(see also Middlebrook 2003b), which covers mostly newly democratized Central

and East European countries.7

5Both Roberts (2007) and Clinton and Lapinski (2008) demonstrate that this assumption is
quite erroneous.

6Snyder and Ting (2005) offer a theoretical model motivating the use of roll call votes in the
US Congress.

7Many of these countries introduced electronic voting systems in their new parliaments,
which explain the considerable focus of these studies on these voting methods. Additional
aggregate information may be gleaned from the 2008 and 2010 “Global Survey of ICT in
Parliaments” carried out by the Inter-Parliamentary Union and the United Nations (see
http://www.ictparliament.org/globalsurvey).

5

http://www.ictparliament.org/globalsurvey


One may obviously wonder whether these voting methods matter for the typ-

ical information that scholars wish to extract from parliamentary voting records.

The studies by Roberts (2007) and Hug (2010) provide quite solid proof that in

the two chambers of the US Congress and the Swiss lower house voting procedures

affect the voting behavior of MPs. In the former study procedural changes allow

for such an assessment, while in the latter access to recorded (though not pub-

lished) votes permits to draw such inferences.8 Consequently, scholars would be

well advised to consider more in detail the data-generating process when dealing

with parliamentary voting data. Doing so requires on the one hand the appro-

priate data that we wish to make available (at least for European parliaments

in this paper) and theoretical guidance to assess the consequences of the specific

data-generating process (for a first attempt see Carrubba, Gabel and Hug 2008).

3 Expert Survey

In order to generate information on the institutional rules of national parliaments

we carried out an internet-based survey among experts of these various parlia-

ments. The questionnaire comprises questions dealing with the main methods of

voting in parliaments as well as questions concerning the initiation of bills and

the role of parliamentary committees.

More specifically, the questionnaire includes five parts. (i) The first part deals

with final passage votes. Here, we first assess the standard operating procedure

(SOP), which is the method used unless another voting method is explicitly se-

lected. As in some parliaments the SOP can be set aside in favor of alternative

voting methods, we included a second part that deals with the rules of such alter-

native voting methods, as for example which actors are entitled to request some

specific alternative voting method. (ii) In some parliaments other rules than the

one used for final passage votes are applied if voting is on the adoption of in-

dividual articles of bills, amendments to bills, budget motions or no-confidence

motions. Hence, the second part of the questionnaire covers the rules for non-final

passage votes. Again, questions concerning the SOP as well as alternative voting

8Related studies by Carrubba et al. (2006) and Thiem (2009) on the European parliament
and by Clinton and Lapinski (2008) on the US Congress show that roll call votes relate to a quite
specific and different subset of all decisions reached on the floor of the respective parliaments
(for a study assessing what proposals reach the floor in Chile, see Londregan 2000).
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methods are included. (iii) As the forms of legislative organization differ in terms

of actors that are endowed with the power to initiate legislation, the third part

of the questionnaire includes questions dealing with the formal power to initiate

bills, set the plenary agenda and initiate amendments to bills. Furthermore, five

categories of restrictions that constrain the actors’ rights of initiating legislation

are assessed. These restrictions include numerical limits, time limits, techni-

cal requirements, limitations on the contents as well as other limitations which

may be specified by the experts themselves. (iv) Moreover, as legislatures differ

considerably with respect to the degree of authority committees are granted to

redraft legislative bills, the fourth part of the questionnaire includes questions on

the rewriting authority, agenda-setting and voting rules in legislative committees.

(v) The last part of the questionnaire, finally, includes questions on voting rules,

procedures and orders at the final floor stage. This part, for example, includes

questions on the rules of voting on multiple alternatives as well as questions on

abstention and blank votes. All of this information is collected with a clear time

dimension from 1980 until the present. This is to say that experts are requested

to indicate the current rules as well as to document changes in the past.

In order to collect this information, we considered all national parliaments

included by Fish and Kroenig (2008), a recent handbook on national legislatures

focusing on parliamentary power.9 By including as well some additional parlia-

ments not considered by Fish and Kroenig (2008)10 we have a final sample of 256

parliamentary chambers in 176 countries. In addition to these 176 countries, the

European Parliament (EP) is included in the sample.11

As we added some additional experts for the various parliaments to the list of

experts provided by Fish and Kroenig (2008), 1222 experts were contacted and

asked to answer the questionnaire. Among them, there are 207 experts who are

member of the Association of Secretaries General of Parliaments and 11 experts

on the European Parliament.

At the time of writing the data collection is in the process of being completed.

9The authors of this volume have given us permission to contact the experts they have
consulted in their expert survey (see Fish and Kroenig 2008, list of experts consulted).

10The following countries in our survey: Andorra, Barbados, Belize, Grenada, Iceland, Isle of
Man, Maldives, Monaco, Montenegro, Palau, Saint Lucia, Saint Vincent and the Grenadines,
Samoa, Sao Tome and Principe, and Suriname.

11Contrary to the“Global Survey of ICT in Parliaments” (http://www.ictparliament.org/
globalsurvey) we did not include the Pan-Afrian Parliament, as its legislative mandate is still
quite limited.
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While some data checking has already been carried out, some conflicting infor-

mation from our experts have not been completely addressed yet. Consequently,

some of the initial analyses that we provide in this paper might not yet be the

definite information.

4 Empirics

So far, we have systematic data for 55 chambers of unicameral and bicameral

parliaments in 42 countries and one regional parliament, the EP. In each chamber,

cameral rules define a method of voting as the standard operating procedure

(SOP), which is the method that will be used unless another voting method

is explicitly selected (Crisp and Driscoll 2012, 92, fn. 5). Voting procedures

can be distinguished according to the degree of information they disclose on the

positions taken by individual members of parliament (MPs) (Saalfeld 1995; Crisp

and Driscoll 2012). We distinguish three broad categories of voting methods: (i)

secret voting, (ii) signal voting and (iii) open voting (see also Interparliamentary

Union 1986; Saalfeld 1995). When a vote is secret, virtually no information about

the voting behavior of individual MPs is disclosed. At most, the MPs’ names may

be checked in order to ensure that they have voted only once (Interparliamentary

Union 1986, 476). Signal voting, by contrast, takes place in the presence of

those people who have come to attend a parliamentary sitting. However, since

individual voting positions are not recorded and published, the voting behavior

of individual MPs is not revealed to the wider public. In open voting, finally, the

individual positions of legislators are recorded and disclosed to the public (e.g.,

votes may be recorded in the official report or the minutes of proceedings of a

chamber).

Standard operating procedures for votes taken on the parliamentary floor

may vary depending on whether voting is on final passage of bills, the adoption

of individual articles of some bill, amendments, budget motions or, where they

exist, no-confidence motions. In this paper we confine ourselves to examine the

case of final passage voting (which, in our future research, we will compare to the

rules and methods of the other types of votes).

Table 4 shows how often each of the three methods of voting is used as SOP

for final passage votes in the 56 parliamentary chambers we cover in this paper.

Only in one out of our 56 chambers is secret voting defined as SOP for votes
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on final passage, while 10 use the signal vote and 41 the open vote as their

standard method when voting is on final passage of bills (as some responses

from our experts are inconsistent, further research is needed to determine the

SOP for final passage votes in the remaining four chambers). Following Saalfeld

(1995, 531-534), these three broad categories of voting procedures may be further

distinguished into subtypes of parliamentary voting. Distinguishable subtypes of

secret voting are voting by (i) ballot papers, (ii) ballot balls or tokens and (iii) an

electronic voting machine (EVM). Signal voting includes voting by (i) assent, (ii)

voice, (iii) show of hands, (iv) rising in places, (v) ballot papers, (vi) ballot balls or

tokens, (vii) division and (viii) an electronic voting machine (EVM). Finally, the

precise methods of open voting may be voting by (i) division, (ii) roll call, (iii)

ballot paper and (iv) an electronic voting machine (EVM). In addition to the

disclosed information on the behavior of individual MPs, the various subtypes

of voting mainly differ with respect to how time-consuming they are and how

accurate the decision outcomes they produce will be. Consequently, the frequent

use of time-consuming voting procedures, such as voting by division, has been

criticized due to its limited efficiency, especially when applied to uncontested votes

(e.g., Wheare 1963, 31). Table 1 reports how often, in our sample of European

parliamentary chambers, each subtype of voting is used as SOP when voting is on

final passage of bills. Voting by an electronic device is the method most frequently

used among chambers that use open voting as SOP. By contrast, signal votes are

usually cast by show of hands.

In some chambers multiple methods of voting are available when voting is

on final passage of a bill. This opens the possibility of strategically selecting

among voting procedures (see for instance Hug 2010; Crisp and Driscoll 2012).

Table 2 summarizes for each standard method of voting how frequently alternative

voting procedures may be invoked. Among the nine chambers that use a signal

method of voting as SOP (and for which we have data), switching to open voting

is possible in six cases, while a secret vote may be selected in three chambers.

Interestingly, no chamber that uses secret voting or another relatively anonymous

form of voting does not allow actors to invoke a more open method of voting. By

contrast, among the chambers that have an open method of voting as SOP (and

for which we have data), 24 do not allow any choice to be made. Only in three

instances legislators may switch to a secret vote and in just one chamber signal

9



voting may be chosen.

Table 1: Precise Voting Method (under the SOP) for Final Passage Votes

Precise Method
SOP for final passage votes

Secret voting Signal voting Open voting

Ballot papers 0 0 0
Ballot balls/tokens 0 0 -
Electronic voting machine 1 1 28
Voting by assent - 0 -
Voting by voice - 0 -
Show of hands - 6 -
Rising in places - 1 -
Division - 0 2
Roll call - - 2
Not specified 0 2 9

Total 1 10 41

Note: In case of four chambers, the expert’s responses were inconsistent with regard to the
SOP for final passage votes. These cases are not included in the table and further research
is necessary in order to determine the SOP in these chambers (Assemblee nationale of
France, Saeima of Latvia, Assembleia da Republica of Portugal and Soviet Federatsii of
Russia). Moreover, for some chambers we have inconsistent responses with respect to the
precise method of voting. These cases appear in the category Not specified in the table.

Of course, when a single voting method is not mandated, the institutional re-

quirements for invoking alternative voting procedures differ across chambers. For

our sample of European parliamentary chambers, Table 3 provides an overview of

the various actors that are entitled to request alternative methods of voting and

to set aside the SOP (a more detailed description is given in Table 5). Overall,

it is usually the individual MPs who are eligible to request some alternative vote

procedure. However, there are also some chambers that allow their chairmen or

parliamentary parties discretion over how to vote.
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Table 2: Alternative Voting Methods for Final Passage Votes

SOP may be set aside SOP for final passage votes

in favor of . . . Secret voting Signal voting Open voting

secret voting - 3 3
signal voting 0 - 1
open voting 1 6 -
no other voting method 0 0 24

Total 1 9 28

Note: A chamber may appear two times in this table (e.g., if signal voting
is the SOP and both secret and open voting may be requested). In case of
25 chambers, it is either not yet clear what the SOP is for final passage
votes or the experts’ answers were (partly) inconsistent with regard to
what alternative voting methods may be requested to set aside the SOP.
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If we compare our results with previous studies on voting procedures we ar-

rive at some notable differences. While Saalfeld (1995, 541) noted for the period

between 1970 and 1994 that “[i]n some parliaments, such as the British House of

Commons, the Danish Folketing, the Irish Dáil or the Swedish Riksdag, recorded

votes are the standard way of voting” we find a much larger number (and share)

of parliaments employing open voting as their SOP.12 This change obviously has

to do mostly with two things. First, our data covers a larger set of countries, and

among those not covered by Saalfeld (1995, 536) we find many new democracies

that have introduced electronic voting systems and make the voting record avail-

able to the public (Middlebrook 2003a,b). Second, even among the older democ-

racies several have adopted recently more open voting systems (for instance in

Switzerland, see Hug 2010).

If we consider the information on the Latin American legislatures provided by

Crisp and Driscoll (2012),13 we also find some marked differences. While in the

European parliamentary chambers the frequent use of electronic voting machines

has led to a situation where a large majority of parliaments carry out final passage

votes by open voting, this is, among the some twenty chambers analyzed by Crisp

and Driscoll (2012, 77) only the case in about half of them. In addition Crisp

and Driscoll (2012, 77) report that in most chambers where open voting is not

the SOP a certain percentage of MPs may request open final passage votes. This

is also the case in the European chambers, where almost all allow for setting

aside signal or secret voting (if these are the SOP for final passage votes) for

on open vote.14 Compared to the Latin American parliamentary chambers the

European ones give this power, however, also in some instances to political parties

or chamber chairmen.

5 Conclusion

The dominance of research on the US Congress and a rather flagrant misconcep-

tion of the voting procedures in these chambers has lead to a situation where the

12The comparison with Saalfeld’s (1995) data is rendered difficult as the author only provides
information on whether a particular voting procedure can be used, but not whether it is the
SOP or to be used in particular circumstances.

13We refrain from presenting a similar comparsion with the data provided by Carey (2009),
as it is less complete and not as up-to-date.

14The only exception are chambers for which we have not finished our data collection.
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minutiae of how votes are carried out in parliamentary chambers is considerably

neglected. If we believe, however, that MPs are the agents of one or possibly sev-

eral principals (e.g., Levitt 1996; Hix 2002; Snyder and Ting 2005; Carey 2009)

we might well expect that different monitoring possibilities will affect MPs’ vot-

ing behavior. If this is the case any analysis of voting data from a parliamentary

chamber, and especially comparative work drawing on data generated in different

contexts, is fraught with difficulties. More specifically, as the work by Roberts

(2007) and Hug (2010) shows, depending on the monitoring possibilities the be-

havior of MPs changes.15 Consequently, we should be very wary of (especially

comparative) work that fails to acknowledge the exact data-generating process,

i.e., the voting procedures in place.16

One might excuse the neglect that voting procedures had to endure due to

a lack of systematic information on voting procedures. While some compendia

(see our discussion above) offered a glimpse at the variation existing in terms of

voting methods across parliamentary chamber, no source provides comparable,

systematic and time-sensitive data on this central element of parliamentary rules.

In the present paper we have offered a first glimpse at a dataset in the process

of being constructed on the basis of an expert survey. The data on European

parliamentary chambers showed considerable variation and also changes across

time. While the data presented in this paper are not yet completely validated

and controlled, it shows at least the usefulness of our endeavor.

Our next steps will be to validate the data we have presented in the present

paper and to do the same for data covering the non-European parliaments. This

data will be made available in a first step to our experts, who proved to be an

invaluable source for our research, and in a second step to the whole academic

community.

15Relatedly, a series of authors show that MP behavior varies over the electoral cycle, which
is very likely to be related to the pertinence of the monitoring of various principals (see for
instance Levitt 1996; Skjaeveland 1999; Lindstädt, Slapin and Wielen 2011; Traber, Hug and
Sciarini 2011; Carroll and Nalepa 2012).

16As work by Londregan (2000), Clinton and Meirowitz (2004), Cox and McCubbins (2005)
and Clinton (2012) among others show, we should also consider the larger “legislative game.”
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fé

re
n
ce

d
es

p
ré
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