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In response to the alleged legitimacy crisis, representative democracies have in recent

years witnessed increased demands for democratic innovations aimed at giving citizens a

more direct say in decision-making. Such initiatives, however, often rock the foundations

of the model of representative democracy which assumes a more indirect link between

citizens and political decisions, and which puts political power more firmly in the hands of

elected representatives. In this paper, we study how these electedmembers of parliament

(MPs)–who are key actors in representative democracy, yet potentially see their role

reduced in deliberative or participatory models of democracy–think about democratic

innovations. We study to what extent and why they support two common types of

democratic innovations, namely referendums and deliberative events. While it is generally

assumed that MPs’ positions toward these initiatives are driven by their ideological

predispositions, we propose and test a comprehensive framework which considers

the role played by 3 “I’s”: ideas, interests and institutions. Using original data from the

PARTIREP MP survey, this paper maps variations in MPs’ preferences for democratic

innovations across 15 European countries, and shows that these variations can be

explained by differences in MPs’ ideological (left/right) views, legitimacy perceptions and

role conceptions, their strategic position in government or opposition, and their electoral

incentives. The 3I framework predicts MPs’ support for both types of innovations, but

more strongly so for referendums than for deliberative events.

Keywords: democratic innovations, members of parliament, citizen participartion, direct democracy, deliberative

democracy, comparative survey research

INTRODUCTION

The proliferation of democratic innovations in Western democracies has both complemented
and challenged the predominantly representative nature of Western politics (Geißel and Joas,
2013; Grönlund et al., 2014). These democratic innovations aim to reinvigorate representative
democracy by increasing and deepening citizen participation in the decision-making process,
and by attempting to establish a more direct link between citizens and political outcomes
(Smith, 2009). This logic of direct citizen participation in politics seems at odds with the
prevailing representative logic of contemporary democracies, which assumes a more indirect
link between citizens and political decisions, and which puts political power firmly in
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the hands of elected representatives. The latter, however, remain
the ultimate gatekeepers and power brokers of modern politics
and could therefore be reluctant to shift power from parliament
to the people (Núñez et al., 2016), often resulting in democratic
innovations’ limited macro-level political impact (Goodin and
Dryzek, 2006; Newton and Geißel, 2012; Bua, 2017; Font
et al., 2018; Pogrebinschi and Ryan, 2018). The success and
impact of democratic innovations thus depend in no small
measure on whether these elected representatives are willing
to relinquish some of their power to “ordinary” citizens.
Understanding members of parliaments’ positions toward
democratic innovations is therefore essential to understanding
their adoption and uptake.

Despite representatives’ central role in adopting democratic
innovations, remarkably little is known about their views and
preferences on these innovations. In order to gain a better
understanding of this, we study in this article how elected
members of parliament (MPs) in 15 European democracies think
about democratic innovations. Our central question is: To what
extent and why do MPs support democratic innovations? Our
focus in this article is on two of the most common types of
democratic innovations, namely referendums and deliberative
events (Smith, 2009).

To explain MPs’ positions toward democratic innovations, we
borrow a comprehensive framework from the policy sciences
which focuses on ideas, interests, and institutions (Hall, 1997;
Palier and Surel, 2005). This framework allows us to grasp why
MPs are more or less likely to adopt democratic innovations by
assessing the relative weight of each of the three I’s. Additionally,
this framework allows us not only to test the effect of several
independent variables on a dependent variable, but also to
more carefully theorize the relation between these independent
variables (Hall, 1997; Palier and Surel, 2005). By proposing this
3I-framework, we move beyond the current state of the art, and
complement previous studies on this topic which have conducted
in-depth studies of one or two of these explanations separately or
which have emphasized the role of “ideas” over “interests” and
“institutions” (Bowler et al., 2006; Núñez et al., 2016).

Based on the 3I-framework, we hypothesize that MPs’
support for democratic innovations will depend on: (1) their
ideological considerations (left-right self-identification and party
ideology), their legitimacy perceptions, and their representative
role orientations (trustee vs. delegate roles), (2) their strategic
interests (opposition vs. government dynamics, and perceived
chances of re-election) and (3) the incentives offered by
the broader institutional context (consensus vs. majoritarian
institutions). These hypotheses will be tested using original
survey data on individual MPs’ democratic preferences, gathered
by the comparative PARTIREP survey between 2008 and 2014
in 15 European countries. The study was conducted in 15 state-
wide and 58 meso-level legislatures, which generates sufficient
contextual variation to test the impact of the different variables
in one model. The PARTIREP survey was kept constant across
the 15 countries, which means that we can analyze information
on the positions of more than 2.000 MPs using the exact same
survey questions.

In doing so, this paper breaks new ground in two ways. On
the one hand, we connect the explanatory framework from the
policy sciences (the 3I framework) to the literature on democratic
innovations. Usually, the literatures on public policy and on
democratic innovations develop largely in isolation, but here
we aim to explicitly link insights from the policy sciences to
preferences on democratic reform. On the other hand, our focus
on individual MPs in comparative perspective is also novel.
Previous studies about democratic process preferences focus on
individual citizens [see e.g., Gherghina and Geißel (2020); Ferrín
and Kriesi (2016)], on parties (Núñez et al., 2016), or on MPs
in single countries (Jacquet et al., 2020). We offer another level
of analysis by explaining MPs preferences in a cross-national
comparative perspective.

In the remainder of this paper, we first discuss the
complex relation between democratic innovations and elected
representatives. Next, we propose the main hypotheses guiding
our model of ideas, interests and institutions. Afterwards, we
outline our methodology and the operationalization of the
variables. Finally, we report and discuss the results of our analysis,
and draw more general conclusions.

ELECTED REPRESENTATIVES AND
DEMOCRATIC INNOVATIONS

The relationship between representative democracy and
democratic innovations is complex. On the one hand,
democratic innovations challenge the legitimacy and power
of elected representatives. Because they give ordinary citizens
a more direct say in political decision-making, they shake the
foundations of the model of representative democracy which
envisions a more indirect political role for citizens. On the other
hand, democratic innovations also crucially depend on elected
MPs (and other actors in the representative system) for their
political uptake and their institutionalization within the political
system. The origins of this difficult relationship can be traced
back to the alleged crisis of representative democracy (Dalton
and Weldon, 2005; Poguntke et al., 2016). Recent studies have
reported a widespread dissatisfaction with the institution of
representative democracy in advanced industrial democracies
(Ferrín and Kriesi, 2016). Among the indicators of this critical
stance are: declining party memberships (Van Haute et al.,
2018), weaker party identification (Dalton, 2014), lower trust in
parties (Dalton, 2004) and the rise of populist parties (Mudde,
2007; Kriesi and Pappas, 2015). This crisis proved to be fertile
ground for a plethora of democratic innovations, ranging from
participatory budgeting over deliberative mini-publics to direct
legislation (Smith, 2009; Newton and Geißel, 2012; Elstub and
Escobar, 2019). What unites all these innovations is their attempt
to cure the ails of democracy with more democracy, in which
“more democracy” stands for a more direct and participatory
bond between citizen and government. This trend toward direct
participation constitutes a paradigm shift with the indirect and
representative logic in which MPs operate (Mudde, 2007; Kriesi
and Pappas, 2015).

Frontiers in Political Science | www.frontiersin.org 2 November 2020 | Volume 2 | Article 584439

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science#articles


Junius et al. Interests, Ideas or Institutions?

At first sight, elected representatives and democratic
innovations do stand in a contentious relationship toward one
another. Despite theoretical arguments made in defense of the
normative value and deliberative potential of parliaments and
parties (White and Ypi, 2011; Wolkenstein, 2016), the very
foundations of democratic innovation are inevitably in conflict
with the logic of representation and the role played by elected
MPs in the democratic system. After all, one predominant
rationale behind the recourse to democratic innovations is to
free politics from the shackles of partisanship and to see what
happens when ordinary citizens discuss and decide on political
issues, unharmed by partisan considerations or the weight of the
next election (Fishkin, 2018).

Besides these normative arguments, empirical research
suggests that there is a correlation between citizens’
dissatisfaction with “politics as usual” and their support for
democratic innovations (Ferrín and Kriesi, 2016). Dalton (2004),
finds an association between a preference for direct democracy
and dissatisfaction with the current system. His results seem to
be confirmed by the finding that participating in referendums
in Switzerland leads to a lower probability of participating in
demonstrations, which suggests that democratic innovations can
ease political dissatisfaction (Fatke and Freitag, 2013). Similarly,
Neblo et al. (2010) find that especially those citizens that are
dissatisfied with partisan politics are keener on participating in
deliberative forums. Other studies show that trust in political
parties is correlated with satisfaction with the functioning of MPs
and representative democracy (Miller and Listhaug, 1990; Dalton
and Weldon, 2005). Democratic innovations are thus most
supported among those that are unhappy with the functioning
and legitimacy of elected representatives.

Nevertheless, this does not depict the complete picture.
Democratic innovations do not only challenge representatives,
they also paradoxically depend on them in two ways. First,
representatives shape the public discourse about democratic
innovations and their legitimacy. They have a prominent voice in
the public debate, and their megaphone can considerably
influence the discussion about democratic innovations.
One illustration thereof is the G1000 citizen assembly in
Belgium which several political parties discredited as an anti-
representative, anti-political, and partisan enterprise. This
framing delegitimized the citizen assembly and its results, while
at the same time raising the threshold for future mini-publics
(Caluwaerts and Reuchamps, 2015). In addition, research has
shown that political elites play a key role in the structuring of
public discourse about direct legislation. After all, referendums
are not conducted in an aggregative vacuum and are preceded by
a public debate in which the legitimacy of the procedure itself is
often called into question (Budge, 2001).

Second, representatives of government parties are important
actors in the political uptake of democratic innovations.
Democratic innovations rarely have a direct impact, especially
when they are not supported by the major institutions of
representative democracy (Goodin and Dryzek, 2006). This
lack of uptake is especially strong when representatives are
uninvolved in the design of these innovations (Caluwaerts
and Reuchamps, 2016). However, when representatives are too

engaged in designing and organizing democratic innovations,
some authors fear that they might instrumentalize them for
their own interest (Klijn and Koppenjan, 2002). Representatives’
skepticism about democratic innovations thus seems to correlate
with the amount of influence they can exert on them. This is of
crucial importance, as ultimately MPs will decide on the uptake
of democratic innovations.

If democratic innovations are indeed intended to be
workable institutional vehicles of participatory and deliberative
aspirations, then we should take great interest in understanding
the position of representatives toward democratic innovations.
Previous studies have argued that a variety of factors can shape
political actors’ stance on this issue. These factors are often
summarized as being linked to three “I’s”: ideas, interests and
institutions (Palier and Surel, 2005). The notion of “ideas”
assumes that political actors’ democratic process preferences
will reflect their broader opinions, perceptions, viewpoints, and
ideological considerations on the issue at stake. In this sense,
MPs will only support democratic innovations if their general
worldviews and political opinions are in line with the principles
and values underpinning democratic reform. The notion of
“interests” assumes that MPs’ support for democratic innovations
will depend on their own strategic calculations. If the rise of
democratic innovations indeed causes a shift in power from
the representative to the citizen, from the parliament to the
people, then MPs will primarily support innovations if they have
something to gain from it (or at least: if they do not expect to lose
too much from it). The notion of “institutions” finally assumes
that the institutional context in which MPs operate will convey
certain norms about what constitutes “proper” behavior and what
makes a democracy. These institutional rules and norms will in
turn also shape MPs’ viewpoints on democratic innovations.

The next sections discuss different explanations linked to
the three “I’s” in more detail and will also formulate several
hypotheses which will be tested empirically in the remainder of
the paper.

The Power of Ideas
In a very general manner, the ideas underlying direct and
deliberative democracy are grounded in a positive view on
humankind and its potential for self-development. Supporters
of participatory democracy reject the idea that citizens are
mainly incompetent and incapable to govern themselves
and society, and value principles such as self-determination,
independence, and individual autonomy. They consider that
democracy can empower citizens as autonomous, free, and
capable individuals (Floridia, 2017). Perhaps unsurprisingly then,
democratic innovations seem to have found a natural ally in left-
wing ideologies. Several empirical studies have confirmed this
assumption. Donovan and Karp (2006) showed for New Zealand,
Norway, and Sweden a positive relation between left-wing
attitudes and support for direct democracy. Only in Switzerland,
there was a positive relation with right-wing attitudes. Hibbing
and Theiss-Morse (2002) show a positive correlation between
right-wing attitudes and a lower willingness to participate in
politics in the United States. Results from Finland also confirm
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on the one hand the relationship between respondents with left-
wing ideological affiliations and direct democracy, and on the
other right-wing attitudes with support for stealth democracy
(Bengtsson and Mattila, 2009). The same can be expected for
support toward deliberative democracy. In a comment on the
state of the field, Ryfe (2010, p. 1) observes that “anyone
who circulates among deliberative practitioners knows that,
ideologically, they tend to have a liberal progressive bent.”

This progressive bent can also be expected among
representatives (whose views are ideally also congruent with
their constituents). In general, one’s position on the left-right
dimension may affect one’s position toward democratic reform.
On the one hand, left-wing MPs are expected to be more positive
toward democratic reform that contributes to an inclusive and
egalitarian society. On the other hand, right-wingMPs, especially
those who support a more conservative notion of maintaining
the current institutional arrangements and social order will most
likely oppose democratic reform of any kind (Bowler et al., 2002;
Bol, 2016; Núñez et al., 2016). Hence, we assume that:

H1: Self-identified left-wing representatives are more supportive
of democratic innovations compared to self-identified right-
wing representatives

However, a simple left-right distinction might be insufficient
to understand the possible effects of ideology. Post-materialist
ideas and values might be equally important. MPs with
underlying post-materialist values emphasize political self-
expression and direct action (Bowler et al., 2006). Post-materialist
attitudes are associated with left-wing ideological orientations
in general, however, this is mostly embedded within green
parties. As challenger parties (Doherty, 2005; Richardson and
Rootes, 2006; Frankland et al., 2008), they are prominent
supporters of democratic reform. One of their key distinctive
features is their belief in grassroots democracy and aim to
reinvigorate democracy by increasing referendums, public access
to policymakers and decentralizing representative decision-
making (Doherty, 2005). Hence, we expect that:

H2: Green representatives are more supportive of democratic
innovations than other representatives

Radical right parties are also challengers of representative
democracy; yet, differently so than green parties. The
key ideological features of this party family–nativism,
authoritarianism, and populism (Mudde, 2007)–clash with
the ideological biases found in deliberative processes, i.e.,
liberalism, cosmopolitanism and social justice for all (Gastil
et al., 2010). Hence, the proposed way to take back control
from the elite to the people is not through deliberative fora, but
rather through the introduction of plebiscitary democracy and
referendums in specific. Such reforms are better suited to echo
the preferences of the people without the elite intermingling
(Mudde, 2007; Jacobs, 2018). We therefore expect radical
right MPs to support referendums, but to oppose deliberative
democratic innovations:

H3: Radical right representatives support referendums but
oppose deliberative events

Ideational factors can also incentivize MPs to support
democratic innovations in another way. Referendums and mini-
publics are often presented as a cure for the malaise of

representative democracy (Newton and Geißel, 2012). As such,
support for these innovations might depend on MPs perceptions
of that malaise, and of the extent to which referendums and
mini-publics can close the gap between citizens and politicians.
MPs might thus support democratic innovations for principled,
ideological reasons, but also out of pragmatic perceptions of the
severity of the democratic disconnect.

H4: MPs who perceive a large legitimacy gap will be more
supportive of democratic innovations

Finally, and in addition to MPs’ ideological considerations
and their perceptions of the legitimacy gap, we also assume
that representatives’ role orientations will shape their views on
democratic reforms. Thompson (2019) suggests that how MPs
conceive and understand their role as representatives explains
to what extent they will support citizens’ input and democratic
innovations. A classical and useful distinction can be drawn
between “trustee” and “delegate” roles (Pitkin, 1967). Proponents
of the trustee model argue that representatives should represent
the common good through their own judgement, while advocates
of the delegate model defend the idea that representatives should
stay as close to their constituents’ preferences as possible. Given
that delegates’ representational work strongly depends on their
constituents’ inputs, we can expect that the delegate model fits
better with democratic innovations which empower citizens than
the trustee model.

H5: Representatives who act as “delegates” are more supportive
of democratic innovations compared to representatives acting as
“trustees”

Strategic Interest
A second set of explanations relates to representatives’ strategic
interest. Deliberative events and referendums can be binding
to various degrees but in general they imply a shift of power
from the professional politician to the “lay” citizen (Vandamme
et al., 2018). This shift in power is most likely to be supported
by those who derive a strategic advantage from it (Bowler
et al., 2006). We test two strategic considerations for MPs’ views
on democratic innovations, namely whether they belong to a
government party or an opposition party, and their expectations
for the next elections.

On the one hand, we expect that belonging to an opposition
party positively affects representatives’ support for democratic
innovations. Representatives in the majority are more likely to
support current electoral arrangements and resist institutional
change (Boix, 1999; Pilet and Bol, 2011; Núñez et al., 2016).
There are three main reasons for this: representatives’ assessment
of existing institutional arrangements, their evaluation of new
avenues to influence governance, and their (un)willingness to
take risks.

First, when representatives are confronted with institutional
or democratic reform, they will first assess how advantageous
the existing arrangements are to them. MPs belonging to the
majority will resist change to democratic rules when these rules
are beneficial to them. MPs in opposition, on the other hand will
find themselves excluded from power and will try to weaken MPs
in governing parties through changing the institutional status
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quo. They will support democratic innovations to distinguish
themselves from the majority (Pilet and Bol, 2011).

A second reason is that democratic innovations provide
additional avenues for political actors to influence the political
system. Democratic innovations have a centrifugal effect on
power and provide an opportunity for political forces outside of
the governing elite to influence the political agenda Democratic
innovations therefore not only restrain the power of ruling
parties, they also provide an opportunity for opposition parties
to exert influence (Leduc, 2003; Rahat, 2009; Altman, 2010). In
this sense, they have the potential to be an important tool of
what Rosanvallon and Goldhammer (2008) have famously called
counter-democracy. Referendums and deliberative events can
thus be strategically used to push an agenda that is not supported
by those in power.

Finally, risk aversion plays an important role. Representatives
belonging to government parties will tend to support the status
quo, even if the new reform could potentially increase their gains
(MacKuen et al., 1992; Pilet and Bol, 2011). In other words, the
potential advantages of democratic reforms do not outweigh the
actual advantages of the current institutional setting. After all,
members of government parties attained power in the current
institutional setting and are therefore less keen on changing it. In
contrast, dissatisfied MPs in the opposition will be more willing
to take risks since they hope that referendums and deliberative
events will overcome the status quo and bypass governing elites.
Hence, we assume that:

H6: Representatives of opposition parties are more supportive of
democratic innovations than representatives of ruling parties

On the other hand, we also assume that representatives’
expectations for the upcoming elections will shape their support
for democratic innovations. When representatives feel electorally
vulnerable and are unsure about their chances to win at the next
elections, they will focus on limiting their electoral losses. To
do so, they will likely take up and support proposals that are
popular among public opinion. We assume that the support for
democratic innovations was strong at the time of our survey.
European countries were hit by the (aftermath of) economic
crisis, which also affected democratic legitimacy. Citizens who
became more dissatisfied with democracy (Armingeon and
Guthmann, 2014; Cordero and Simón, 2016) are likely to
decrease support for traditional politics and increase their
support for new forms of citizen-based democracy (Neblo et al.,
2010; Jäske, 2017; Bedock and Pilet, 2020). We can therefore
expect that MPs anticipating an electoral defeat are more likely
to support democratic innovations as it might enable them
to gain electoral support (Bowler et al., 2007; Bengtsson and
Mattila, 2009; Webb, 2013). From a strategic point of view,
representatives will support democratic innovations when they
fear not getting re-elected. We assume that:

H7: Representatives Who are unsure about their Re-election or
fear electoral defeat are more supportive of democratic innovations

Institutional Incentives
Institutions constitute a final determinant of representatives’
support for democratic innovations. Scholars have argued
that the institutional set-up of a country incentivizes certain

kinds of politics over others (Hall, 1997; Palier and Surel,
2005). The extent to which power is shared in a democracy
is widely acknowledged as a crucial institutional determinant
(Vatter, 2000; Jäske, 2017). Of crucial importance in this regard
is Lijphart’s (1984) seminal distinction between majoritarian
and consensus democracies. Its executive party dimension
draws our focus to multi-party coalitions, decentralized
government, and proportional electoral systems in the case of
consensus democracies. In contrast, majoritarian democracies
are characterized by a dominant executive, two-party systems,
and majoritarian electoral systems.

We expect that MPs functioning in consensus democracies
will welcome democratic innovations more than those
functioning under majoritarian institutions. After all, both
consensus democracies and democratic innovations are built on
the principle of power sharing. The deliberative principles of
inclusion, dialogue, and reason-giving seem to fit particularly
well with the power sharing and cooperative mentality in
consensus democracies (Steiner, 2009; Lijphart, 2019). Moreover,
Lijphart (1984) argued that there is a strong link between cultural
attitudes and structural institutions. The more proportional
a system is, the more it forces political actors to come to
a consensus. This creates a culture that resounds with the
redistributive logic of democratic innovations and might foster
a deliberative mindset among its representatives (Vatter and
Bernauer, 2009).

There is some empirical support for the theoretical
assumption that deliberation might thrive in consensus
democracies. Steiner et al. (2004), for instance, find that
discussions within parliaments in consensus democracies are
more deliberative than these in majoritarian parliaments.
Others show that consensus institutions advance deliberation
in representative institutions (Bächtiger et al., 2005). Even
though previous research on the occurrence of democratic
innovations finds no clear link between the institutional system
and the presence of democratic innovations in a country
(Hendriks and Michels, 2011; Geißel and Michels, 2018),
our aim is slightly different. We are interested in studying
whether institutional incentives impact MPs’ support of
democratic innovations, which is different from their presence in
specific democracies.

The literature dealing with institutional effects on
referendums is nuanced, but suggests that much depends
on who initiates the referendum and whether it is binding or
not (Qvortrup, 2005; Setälä, 2006). While referendums, just like
other innovations, disperse power from the executive elite to
the people, this dynamic is much more outspoken in the case
of bottom-up referendums than in the case of government-
initiated referendums (Vatter, 2000; Vatter and Bernauer,
2009). Power sharing and a participatory culture lead to more
bottom-up referendums. Additionally, the aggregative logic of
referendums, as contrasted to the “talk” logic of deliberative
events is arguably more in line with majoritarian systems (Geißel
and Michels, 2018). Nevertheless, we will assume that generally
speaking the power-sharing properties of a referendum will be
more determinant than its aggregative logic, regardless of the
referendum’s initiator. We formulate the following hypothesis:
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H8: Representatives in consensus democracies will be more
supportive of democratic innovations than representatives in
majoritarian systems

DATA AND METHODS

In order to answer the research questions and test the hypotheses,
we use original data from the PARTIREP comparative MP survey
(Deschouwer and Depauw, 2014; Deschouwer et al., 2014) in
15 European countries: Austria, Belgium, Germany, France,
Hungary, Ireland, Israel, Italy, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland,
Portugal, Spain, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom. The
countries were selected to represent a wide institutional variation
in terms of electoral systems (proportional representation,
majority/plurality, and mixed-member systems), party systems
(parliaments with strong and weak left-wing parties), and state
structure (unitary and federal systems). The survey targeted
members of all 15 state-wide parliaments as well as members of
(a selection of) 58 regional assemblies in each of these countries.
The selection of regions also reflected a careful balance of
central and peripheral regions, regions with weak, and strong
identities and regions with a strong left-wing or right-wing
party presence.

The survey was organized by a team of international
scholars from the 15 countries. All members of the selected
parliaments were invited to complete a questionnaire online. The
questionnaire was kept constant across the different languages.
MPs who had not completed the survey after the initial
invitation were re-contacted at least twice, except for those
who had explicitly stated that they refused to participate in
the project. In cases where response rates were disappointing,
additional strategies were adopted to increase the response
rate, such as the use of telephone reminders or face-to-
face interviews. The use of a variety of methods depended
on the international partners’ estimation of “best practices”
in the past. On average, one in four MPs responded to
the survey. Supplementary Table A1 gives an overview of the
response rates per country. There are no significant differences
in response rates between men and women. Because some
leftist parties were slightly over-represented in the dataset, we
apply a weighting by parliamentary party group to correct for
party differences. The MPs furthermore belong to a variety of
party families, including socialist/social democratic, Christian
democratic, liberal, conservative, regionalist, green, radical right,
communist, agrarian, religious and single issue parties.

Our paper compares MPs’ support for democratic
innovations. In order to measure MPs’ positions, we rely
on the following survey question: “In recent years, different
views on voters’ distrust of politicians and political parties have
inspired widely diverging suggestions for reform. Of each of the
following directions that reform could take, could you indicate
how desirable you consider them?”:

1. To increase the number of referendums
2. To increase the number of deliberative events, where groups

of ordinary citizens debate and decide on particular issues.

The first item measures innovations through direct democracy
whereas the second item measures innovations through
deliberative democracy. We do consider direct democracy to be
a democratic innovation, even though it has a long history in
some countries (e.g., United States or Switzerland). However, we
follow Smith’s (2009, p. 111) argument that the referendum is an
innovation because “in the institutional architecture of advanced
industrial democracies, it tends to be used sparingly [. . . ] For
most [governments], direct legislation is a relatively untried and
untested form of governance.”

For each item, MPs had to indicate on a 4-point scale whether
they considered those “not at all desirable,” “not very desirable,”
“fairly desirable,” “very desirable.” MPs were asked to assess
the desirability of each reform separately and were not asked
to weigh one reform against another, or to consider potential
trade-offs between different types of reforms. Because the survey
question asked respondents to indicate the desirability of an
increase in democratic innovations, their answers are possibly
driven by the current situation in their country. In this view,
Switzerland presents itself as a different case compared to the
countries in the dataset, because of its frequent application of
direct-democratic procedures on all levels of the Swiss federal
state (Stojanović, 2006). We therefore conduct robustness checks
(see below) in which we runmodels with andwithout Switzerland
to test whether results are not driven by this particular country.

In order to explain varying levels of support for democratic
innovations, we examine the impact of several independent
variables, linked to the 3 Is. In order to measure MPs’ ideas, we
use three variables: MPs’ left-right ideology, their party family
and their role conceptions. MPs’ left-right ideology is included in
the PARTIREP survey as follows: “In politics, people sometimes
talk of left and right. Using the following scale, where 0 means
left and 10 means right where would you place our own views?.”
This is a useful variable because it allows us to capture MPs’
individual positioning (rather than that of their party). The
downside is that this variable does not allows us to distinguish
between different dimensions of “left” and “right.” We therefore
use “party family” as a second proxy, given that we can expect
that MPs take ideological cues from their party affiliations
(Kam, 2009). Parties are categorized as belonging to one of
the following eight party families: socialist/social democratic,
Christian democratic, liberal, conservative, green/ecologist,
radical right/anti-immigrant parties, regionalist/ethnic, and
“other” parties. The “other parties” category puts together smaller
party families in the survey, including communist, agrarian,
religious, and single-issue parties. The socialist/social democratic
family is the largest category and serves as the reference category.
The international experts involved in the organization of the
survey were in charge of the categorization of parties according
to party family. Because MPs’ left-right ideology correlates too
strongly with party family (Pearson r = 0.524) we do not include
these two variables in the same models, but run different models
including each variable separately.

In order to measureMPs’ perceptions of the legitimacy gap, we
rely on the following survey question: “Most politicians are out
of touch with people’s concerns.” The answers were measured
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on a 5-point scale, ranging from “strongly disagree” (score 1) to
“strongly agree” (score 5).

MPs’ role conceptions are measured through the following
survey question: “How should, in your opinion, a Member of
Parliament vote if his/her own opinion on an issue does not
correspondwith the opinion of his/her voters? (1) TheMP should
vote according to his/her own opinion, (2) The MP should vote
according to the opinion of his/her voters.” The first answer
serves as a proxy for MPs’ “trustee” role, the second answer serves
as a proxy for the “delegate” role.

The three variables linked to MPs’ ideas are all attitudinal
variables, as is the dependent variable. Although this potentially
creates endogeneity problems, we believe such problems
are limited in our study. First, the dependent variables
do not correlate strongly with the independent variables
to begin with. The strongest correlation is found between
“left-right ideology” and “support for deliberative events”
(Pearson r =−0.275∗). Second, the explanatory attitude “left-
right ideology” in particular is of a different nature than the
explained attitude “support for democratic innovations.” The
first corresponds with MPs’ deep-seated values, whereas the
second refers to MPs’ specific process preferences.

In order to measure MPs’ interest-based considerations,
we use two variables. The first is a dummy variable
“majority/opposition status,” which distinguishes between MPs
belonging to parties in government (score 0) or in opposition
(score 1). The variable “electoral vulnerability” measures MPs’
perceived re-election chances. The survey question asked: “If you
were to decide to stand at the next general/regional elections,
how confident do you feel you would be re-elected?.” The
answer categories were: (1) I would surely be elected, (2) I would
probably be elected, (3) It could go either way. This question
was not included in Norway and the Netherlands because of the
nearness of elections in those two countries (Deschouwer et al.,
2014). For this reason, the variable will be included in a separate
model, so that information from Norway and the Netherlands is
not lost in the other models.

Finally, we measure the effect of “democratic institutions”
through MPs’ incentives generated by the electoral system. Even
though we would have liked to have included all ten variables
distinguishing consensus and majoritarian democracies, we were
unable to find reliable data for the period 2008–2014. Moreover,
even though the Comparative Political Data Set, 1960–2017
(Armingeon et al., 2019) does offer reliable composite variables
for consensus and majoritarian democracies, they were not
available for all countries in the PARTIREP dataset. We are aware
that the electoral system is a mere proxy for type of democracy
(consensus vs. majoritarian), but it is the one that best captures
the power-sharing dimension of consensus democracies, that is
central to our hypotheses (Lijphart, 2012). We use a dummy
distinguishing between non-PR (majority/plurality, score 0) and
PR electoral formula (score 1). The electoral system variable is
measured at the parliament level, not the country level. This
means that different parliaments in one country can receive a
different score. This is the case in multi-level countries (e.g.,
in the United Kingdom and France, regional elections operate
under different electoral formulas than federal elections). In

mixed member systems (such as Germany and Hungary) the
PARTIREP survey attributes different scores to MPs elected
under different tiers.

Supplementary Table A2 gives an overview of the
descriptives of the main dependent and independent variables.

In order to test the relative strength of ideas, interests and
institutions in explaining support for democratic innovations, we
ran a multivariate Analysis of Covariance (ANCOVA) including
several control variables. At the individual level, we control
for MPs’ sex (male vs. female), age (in years), seniority (in
years) and education (university vs. non-university education).
At the parliament level, we control for type of parliament
(regional vs. federal/national). Because individual MPs are nested
in the parliamentary party group and in parliaments, the data
are potentially hierarchically clustered. Ideally, we would have
performed a multilevel analysis to account for the hierarchical
clustering of the data but this was not possible due to the small
number of cases at the highest level.We therefore include country
fixed effects in the different models of the regression analyses.
This is appropriate because none of the independent or control
variables is measured at the country level.

EMPIRICAL FINDINGS

Testing the Hypotheses
The results of the multivariate ANCOVA are reported in
Table 1 (estimating support for referendums) and 2 (estimating
support for deliberative events). Each Table includes three
different models allowing us to assess the effect of different
independent variables. The first two models include data from all
15 countries, and hence do not include the independent variable
“electoral vulnerability” as data were unavailable for Norway
and the Netherlands. The first model includes MPs’ “left-right
ideology” but excludes “party family” because of the relatively
strong correlation between the two variables (cfr. supra). The
second model includes “party family” but excludes “left-right
ideology.” The effects of “electoral vulnerability” are tested in the
third model. All models include control variables and country
fixed effects.

From Table 1 it is clear that most of the independent
variables have a significant and strong effect on MPs’ support for
referendums. When it comes to MPs’ ideological considerations,
“party family” in model 2 has a much stronger effect than
“left-right ideology” in model 1. Changing only this variable,
the explanatory power (R2) of the model increases from 20.1%
in model 1 to 25.9% in model 2. Support for referendums
indeed does not follow a simple left-right continuum, which
encourages us to reject hypothesis H1. Whereas, center or right-
wing parties like Christian democratic parties and liberal parties
are more skeptical of referendums compared to socialist parties,
more support is found among regionalist, radical right and even
conservative parties. This provisionally confirms our hypothesis
H3 that radical right parties might favor referendums as a way of
giving voice to the people. The same argument might also extend
to regionalist parties, whomight support referendums as a means
to advocate the right to regional self-determination. The effect
for conservative parties is also positive, but the significant effect
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TABLE 1 | General linear model estimating MPs’ support for referendums (with country fixed effects).

Model 1

B (SE)

Model 2

B (SE)

Model 3

B (SE)

Intercept 1.772 (0.15) 1.904 (0.13) 1.880 (0.14)

Ideas

Left-right ideology −0.006 (.01)

Party family Socialist REF REF

Green 0.103 (0.09) 0.037 (0.10)

Christian Dem. −0.520 (0.05)*** −0.535 (0.06)***

Liberal −0.183 (0.06)** −0.186 (0.06)**

Regionalist 0.426 (0.12)*** 0.495 (0.13)***

Conservative 0.169 (0.05)** 0.183 (0.06)***

Radical right 0.468 (0.10)*** 0.334 (0.11)**

Other −0.026 (0.11) −0.105 (0.12)

Perceived legitimacy gap 0.163 (0.02)*** 0.127 (0.02)*** 0.135 (0.02)***

Role conception Delegate REF REF REF

Trustee −0.125 (0.04)** −0.164 (0.04)*** −0.144 (0.04)***

Interests

Gov-opp Government REF REF REF

Opposition 0.427 (0.04)*** 0.268 (0.04)*** 0.247 (0.05)***

Electoral vulnerability Unsure REF

Surely elected −0.101 (0.05)+

Probably elected 0.048 (0.04)

Institutions

Electoral system Non-PR REF REF REF

PR 0.383 (0.07)*** 0.270 (0.06)*** 0.272 (0.07)***

Controls

Sex Female REF REF REF

Male 0.04 (0.04) 0.051 (0.04) 0.045 (0.04)

Age −0.006 (0.002)** −0.007 (0.002)*** −0.007 (0.002)***

Seniority −0.004 (0.003) −0.001 (0.003) −0.001 (0.003)

Parliament Regional REF REF REF

National 0.068 (0.05) 0.066 (0.04) 0.066 (0.05)

N 1,901 2,067 1,793

Adj. R2 with country dummies and control variables 0.201 0.259 0.264

Adj. R2 without country dummies 0.127 0.167 0.164

Adj. R2 without country dummies and control variables 0.117 0.159 0.157

Country dummies are included in the model but are not shown here. ***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05; + <0.10. Model 3 includes party family as a proxy for ideology, and not

left-right self-placement, because both variables cannot be included in the same model and the former proved a stronger predictor than the latter. Model 3 does not include Norway

and the Netherlands because the survey question on electoral vulnerability was not asked in these countries.

disappears after we exclude Switzerland in the robustness checks
(cfr infra). This suggests that this effect was mostly driven by
the Swiss case [see also: Donovan and Karp (2006) for similar
findings on Switzerland], and that conservative parties outside
of Switzerland are not necessarily more supportive of direct
democracy. Finally, green parties are not more likely to support
referendums than socialist parties, which rejects hypothesis H2.

In addition to ideology, the variables measuring MPs’
“perceptions of the legitimacy gap” and “role conceptions” also
present significant effects in all models. The directions of the
effects are in line with our hypotheses. In line withH4we find that
MPs who more strongly agree that politicians are out of touch
with people’s concerns are more likely to support referendums.

In line with H5, MPs who more strongly adhere to the “trustee”
model—supporting the idea that representatives should prioritize
their own personal opinions about the common good over those
of their voters—are less in favor of referendums than MPs who
consider themselves “delegates.”

Turning to the interest-based explanations, the results show
that “government-oppositio” dynamics are a strong predictor of
support for referendums. In line with our hypothesis H6, we
find that support is much higher among those in the opposition
than among members of government parties. This suggests that
empowering citizens through referendums can act as a way for
opposition members to side-line their political rivals in office.
We tested separately whether this effect was moderated by the
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electoral system (not shown here), but this was not the case. In
line with H7, MPs who are very sure of their re-election offer less
support for referendums compared to MPs who are unsure about
their chances to get re-elected. The former might have more to
lose, or less to win, with the adoption of democratic innovations.

Finally, the variable electoral formula generates a significant
effect. MPs operating under PR rules are more supportive of
referendums than MPs operating under non-PR rules. This is
in line with hypothesis H8 that power-sharing institutions, such
as the electoral system, offer incentives to MPs and convey
norms about the acceptability and desirability of democratic
innovations. PR systems, arguably because they are more often
adopted in countries where political institutions are designed to
foster consensus and the inclusion of broader segments in society,
encourage MPs to support initiatives that aim to directly involve
citizens in decision-making.

The explanatory power of the different models in Table 1 is
quite high, with R2 ranging between 20.1 and 26.4% for the full
models, and between 11.7 and 15.9% for the models without
country dummies and control variables. The control variables
hardly increase the explanatory power of the models at all.
After comparing the different effect sizes of the independent
variables, we find that the idea-based and interest-based variables
generate the strongest effects. The highest partial eta-squared in
model 3 are found for party family (η 2

= 0.078), the perceived
legitimacy gap (η2 = 0.034) and opposition status (η2 = 0.017).
Additional tests for diagnosing collinearity, performed on model
3 (as this was the model with the highest number of independent
variables), revealed no problems with multicollinearity. The
highest VIF score (VIF electoral system = 1.830) remains below
value 10, and the lowest Tolerance rate (Tolerance electoral
system = 0.546) remains much higher than 0.1 (Meyers et al.,
2016).

When we compare the results in Table 2 to Table 1, it first of
all becomes clear that the overall explanatory power of themodels
is lower in Table 2. The effects of the independent variables
are somewhat weaker, indicating that the independent variables
do a better job in estimating MPs’ support for referendums
than their support for deliberative events. One reason might be
that deliberative events were less common than referendums in
Europe at the time when the survey was conducted (OECD,
2020). Their unfamiliarity with deliberative models of democracy
might have tempered MPs’ support for deliberative events.

When we test the idea-based hypotheses for MPs’ support
for deliberative events, the results are slightly different from
what we found for referendums. MPs’ self-placement on a left-
right scale has a significant effect, in line with H1, with support
decreasing when MPs position themselves more the right. This
is mirrored in model 2 where the effect of party family is
tested. Compared to socialist parties, green parties are equally
likely to support deliberative events, but other party families
(including Christian democratic, liberal, conservative and radical
right parties) are less likely to find deliberative events desirable.
The effect for regionalist parties is not significant. Together, these
findings indicate that MPs’ support for deliberative events is
much more structured along a traditional and unidimensional
left-right scale. Radical right parties, despite their stronger

support for referendums, offer the lowest approval of deliberative
events, which confirms H3. Additionally, MPs’ perceptions of
the legitimacy gap and their role orientations also play a role.
The effects in Table 2 run parallel to the those in Table 1

but the effects are overall weaker. In line with H4, MPs who
believe more strongly that politicians are out of touch with
citizens find deliberative events more desirable. Trustees are
also less likely to lend support to deliberative events than
delegates, which confirms H5 that delegates, whose work is more
directly linked to their constituents, would be more supportive of
democratic innovations.

Regarding the interest-based explanations, we find that the
“government-opposition” variable is the strongest predictor of
support for deliberative democracy. In particular, we find–
confirming hypothesis H6–that MPs from opposition parties are
more supportive of deliberative innovations than those of parties
in government. This again lends support to the assumption that
those in power (and hence, those benefitting from the status quo)
are less willing to share power with ordinary citizens and change
the status quo. Regarding the variable “electoral vulnerability,”
we hypothesized based on the classical electoral cycle that MPs
would want to give voters what they wanted if they are unsure
about their re-election prospects (H7). However, we find no
support for this.

Finally, turning to the impact of the electoral system, the
models reveal no significant differences between PR and non-PR
systems, rejecting H8. To the extent that PR rules convey norms
about inclusion, we find that they do not stretch to shape MPs’
support for deliberative events. MPs operating under PR rules
are equally likely to find deliberative events desirable compared
to MPs in non-PR systems. Given the more limited power of the
electoral system (and electoral vulnerability) inTable 2 compared
to Table 1, we conclude that support for deliberative events is not
driven by MPs’ electoral incentives.

When we compare the different effect sizes of the independent
variables, the idea-based and interest-based variables again
appear to generate the strongest effects. This holds in particular
for the variables “left-right ideology” (partial η

2
= 0.050),

“government-opposition” (partial η
2
= 0.009) and “perceived

gap” (partial η
2
= 0.008). Collinearity diagnostics for the final

model in Table 2 again did not reveal any problems with
multicollinearity. The highest VIF score (VIF electoral system
= 1.842) remains below value 10, and the lowest Tolerance rate
(Tolerance electoral system = 0.543) remains higher than 0.1
(Meyers et al., 2016).

Robustness Checks
In order to strengthen the analyses, we conducted two additional
robustness checks which are reported in the online Supplemental
Materials file. The first check tests whether the results remain
the same if we remove Switzerland from the analysis. Indeed,
Switzerland presents itself as a slightly different case compared
to the other countries in the dataset, because of its application
of direct-democratic procedures (Stojanović, 2006).We therefore
ran the models once more without Switzerland to test whether
results were not driven by this particular country. The results
are presented in Supplementary Table A3. Overall, the results

Frontiers in Political Science | www.frontiersin.org 9 November 2020 | Volume 2 | Article 584439

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science#articles


Junius et al. Interests, Ideas or Institutions?

TABLE 2 | General linear model estimating MPs’ support for deliberative events (with country fixed effects).

Model 1

B (SE)

Model 2

(SE)

Model 3

B (SE)

Intercept 3.034 (0.14) 2.863 (0.14) 3.099 (0.15)

Ideas

Left-right ideology −0.076 (0.01)*** −0.073 (0.01)***

Party family Socialist REF

Green 0.020 (0.09)

Christian Dem. −0.238 (0.06)***

Liberal −0.310 (0.06)***

Regionalist −0.204 (0.13)

Conservative −0.364 (0.06)***

Radical Right −0.444 (0.10)***

Other 0.043 (0.11)

Perceived legitimacy gap 0.058 (0.02)*** 0.057 (0.02)*** 0.063 (0.02)***

Role conception Delegate REF REF REF

Trustee −0.084 (0.04)* −0.071 (0.04)+ −0.086 (0.04)*

Interests

Gov-opp Government REF REF REF

Opposition 0.176 (0.04)*** 0.176 (0.04)*** 0.169 (0.04)***

Electoral vulnerability Unsure REF

Surely elected −0.011 (0.06)

Probably elected 0.063 (0.05)

Institutions

Electoral system Non-PR REF REF REF

PR 0.031 (0.07) 0.092 (0.07) 0.038 (0.07)

Controls

Sex Female REF REF REF

Male −0.211 (0.04)*** −0.241 (0.04)*** −0.231 (0.04)***

Age 0.002 (0.002) 0.002 (0.002) 0.000 (0.002)

Seniority 0.002 (0.003) 0.001 (0.003) 0.002 (0.003)

Parliament Regional REF REF REF

National −0.034 (0.05) −0.036 (0.04) −0.031 (0.05)

N 1,896 2,064 1,770

Adj. R2 with country dummies and control variables 0.129 0.110 0.129

Adj. R2 without country dummies 0.101 0.089 0.104

Adj. R2 without country dummies and control variables 0.086 0.071 0.088

Country dummies are included in the model but are not shown here. ***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05; + <0.10. Model 3 includes left-right ideology as a proxy for ideology, and

not party family, because both variables cannot be included in the same model and the former proved a stronger predictor than the latter. Model 3 does not include Norway and the

Netherlands because the survey question on electoral vulnerability was not asked in these countries.

remain largely the same compared to the results in Tables 1, 2,
with the exception of the variable “party family” in the model
estimating MPs’ support for referendums. Radical right parties
and regionalist parties continue to be more supportive of
referendums than socialist parties if we remove Switzerland from
the equation, but the significant effect for conservative parties
disappears [see also: Donovan and Karp (2006)].

As a second robustness check, we also recoded the continuous
dependent variable in Tables 1, 2 into a binary variable
estimating MPs support (=1) compared to non-support (=0)
for democratic innovations. Score 1 means that MPs find the
proposed democratic innovations “fairly desirable” or “very

desirable,” score 0 indicates that MPs find these “not at all
desirable” or “not very desirable.” The results are reported in
Supplementary Table A4. The results again confirm the initial
results discussed in Tables 1, 2.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

In response to the alleged legitimacy crisis, modern democracies
have increasingly started to adopt democratic innovations as a
way of reconnecting with citizens. These innovations aim to give
“lay” citizens a more direct say in democratic decision-making,
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and therefore contrast with the indirect nature of representative
democracy. In this paper, we asked whether and why elected
representatives–as the ultimate political power brokers–support
democratic innovations which both challenge and complement
representative democracy. We hypothesized that 3Is–ideas,
interests and institutions–account for MPs’ positions toward
democratic innovations. The findings of this paper paint a
nuanced picture with several key findings.

First of all, we found that ideas are powerful indicators
of support for democratic innovations. Ideological self-
identification is significantly related to support for deliberative
events and party family is significantly related to support for
referendums. In particular, we found that left-wing parties
(socialist and green parties) were most supportive of democratic
innovations. However, we did not find any significant difference
between green parties and other left-wing parties as expected
in our second hypothesis. As expected, conservative, liberal
and Christian democratic parties were less supportive of
democratic innovations. Radical right parties were strongly
against deliberation but strongly in favor of referendums, which
proved in line with our expectations. Moreover, we found that
MPs’ own legitimacy perceptions are related to their support for
democratic innovations. MPs who more believe that politicians
are out of touch with citizens consider the adoption of more
referendums and deliberative events desirable. This indeed
suggests that MPs consider democratic innovations to be a
cure to the malaise of representative democracy and a way
or restoring legitimate processes of democratic linkage. In
addition, representatives who consider themselves as “delegates”
are more supportive of both referendums and deliberative
events compared to representatives acting as “trustees.” This
confirms our hypothesis that “trustees” are less supportive of
citizen-empowering democratic innovations than “delegates.”
This might be explained by the idea that trustees prefer to
represent the people in an indirect way through their own
deliberations in parliament, rather than by trusting citizens to
directly make collective decisions amongst themselves (Pitkin,
1967).

Secondly, the strong effect of ideas does not mean that
we should discount MPs’ strategic interest, on the contrary.
Representatives who are unsure about their re-election or
fear electoral defeat, are more supportive of referendums,
although not of deliberative events. Moreover, we found
strong support for the expectation that MPs in majority
parties are less supportive of referendums and deliberative
events than members of opposition parties. Hence, our study
shows that democratic innovations provide an opportunity
to opposition members to side-line the majority (Goodwin
and Milazzo, 2015). The findings furthermore suggest that
representatives in opposition parties are more willing to
employ democratic innovations as a powerful tool of “counter-
democracy;” as a check on majority rule and to countervail
the concentration of power (Rosanvallon and Goldhammer,
2008).

Thirdly, our analysis showed that institutions matter
as well. MPs functioning under a system of proportional
representation, i.e., MPs in consensus democracies, are more

likely to support referendums but not deliberative events.
The finding that there is an effect for referendums but not
for deliberative events, could be explained by the fact that
the rise of deliberative democratic innovations is a recent
development and therefore not yet fully engrained in a specific
institutional culture.

A final, transversal finding is that, while the 3I-framework
predicts MPs’ positions toward democratic innovations
quite well, the 3Is generate slightly differential effects on
support for referendums and deliberative events. Support for
referendums is mainly affected by ideology, representative
role orientations, government-opposition dynamics, electoral
vulnerability, and the electoral system. Support for deliberative
events is strongly determined by representatives’ ideas as
well, but the electoral system and electoral vulnerability, in
contrast, do not significantly affect MPs’ position toward
deliberative events.

Despite these interesting findings, we should be aware of
the limitations of our results. First of all, we took a rather
static perspective in which we study whether MPs at one point
in time support different democratic innovations. However,
as a recent OECD (2020) report has shown, experience with
democratic innovations has significantly increased in the last
couple of years and an increasing number of innovations
have been institutionalized. Even though our hypotheses were
framed in a static manner, future research should take a more
dynamic approach assuming that MPs views can change with
growing experience. E.g., if conservative politicians experience
that the recommendations of mini-publics are generally not
that outlandish and revolutionary, they might become more
inclined to support them over time. A more dynamic approach
outlining changes in MPs positions over time might paint
a more accurate picture. Moreover, despite the enduring
tensions between representative democracy and democratic
innovations, as the examples of institutionalization show, MPs
are in some cases willing to adopt far-reaching reforms, which
could fundamentally undermine their own power basis. Further
research should examine these specific cases in more detail
to see which set of ideas, interests and institutions led to
their adoption.

A second limitation, is that the MP survey was
administered from 2008 to 2012, whereas deliberative
mini-publics as a democratic tool only gained recognition
through several experiments organized during or after
this period. The respondents’ knowledge of the pros
and cons of deliberative events might not have been
fully crystallized, which accounts for the relatively low
explained variance. Future research might contribute
to this study by not only analyzing support for
democratic innovations, but also MPs’ knowledge about
democratic innovations.

Thirdly, we were limited by the formulation of the questions
in the survey, which did not allow us to distinguish between
binding and advisory innovations. Previous research (e.g.,
Caluwaerts et al., 2020; Jacquet et al., 2020) found that
the binding nature of the innovation matters greatly, with
support for binding referendums or mini-publics being
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lower than for advisory ones. However, the formulation
of the items in the questionnaire remains vague on
this issue, in the sense that it is not clear whether the
referendums or mini-publics needed to be binding or
advisory. Future research should definitely distinguish between
these modalities.

A final limitation consists of the fact that our
operationalization of the institutional factors was fairly
limited. The lack of readily available institutional variables for
the period and the set of countries under investigation, means
that we had to rely solely on the electoral system as a proxy. Even
though our institutional hypotheses were largely confirmed,
future research should include more institutional variation
to map how democratic innovations interact with a country’s
institutional infrastructure.

Despite these limitations, our study shows that the support
for democratic innovations can be explained by the 3I-
framework. Democratic innovations have been increasingly
stirring public opinion and will remain at the forefront
of ideational, strategic and institutional struggles in years
to come.
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