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Parliamentary speeches are an important communication channel for politi-
cal parties. A growing amount of literature suggests that parties use them to
send policy signals in party competition. Although this perspective has be-
come more popular in the literature, there is a lack of studies that focus on
issue competition. I take a step towards closing this research gap by using
a text-as-data approach to analyze parliamentary speeches in the Austrian
Nationalrat. The data set consists of more than 56,700 speeches given by MPs
between 2002 and 2019. I apply a semi-supervised technique to classify the
speeches at sentence level into 20 issue categories. The analysis shows that, de-
spite the constraining parliamentary context (e.g., legislative agenda), parties
put comparatively strong emphasis on their issue preferences. The magnitude
of this effect, however, depends on a party’s legislative agenda-setting power.
These findings confirm the presence and specific nature of issue competition
in parliamentary speeches.

Academic interest in parliamentary speeches has grown sig-
nificantly in recent years. This increased scholarly attention has
broadened the view on the functions of parliamentary speeches.
They are no longer seen only as an instrument to persuade other
MPs and to increase the legitimacy of decision making, but are
now also seen as a tool to send policy signals in party competition
(Bachtiger 2014; Biack and Debus 2016; Debus and Tosun 2021;
Proksch and Slapin 2012, 2015).
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One of the most important aspects in party competition
is issue competition. Which issues are important in the political
debate can have a profound effect on policymaking (e.g., Green-
Pedersen and Walgrave 2014) and voting decisions (e.g., Alvarez
and Nagler 1995; Green and Hobolt 2008). Political parties have
certain issue preferences—stemming from vote-seeking and policy-
seeking—and compete to increase the salience of these issues in
the political debate. In this way, they aim to dominate the politi-
cal agenda (e.g., Budge and Farlie 1983; Green-Pedersen 2007
Petrocik 1996). Legislative debates, however, constitute a special
environment. In contrast to largely unconstrained electoral com-
petition (e.g., in manifestos), the parliamentary context strongly
influences issue competition between parties. First, parliamentary
debates revolve around bills and issues on the legislative agenda
(Proksch and Slapin 2015). This limits the freedom of parties and
their MPs to address issues of their choice. Second, parliamentary
debates are marked by partisan control of the legislative agenda
(Cox and McCubbins 2005). Government parties often have larger
agenda-setting power in parliament and can shape the legislative
agenda according to their own issue preferences (Doring 1995).

However, speeches also offer some room for maneuver.
Although the legislative agenda puts an issue at the center of the
debate, speakers can still focus on different aspects of it or link it
with other issues by going “off-topic” or by applying framing. For
example, although a parliamentary debate may revolve around
tourism as an important economic sector, speakers may still ad-
dress related issues by discussing the environmental consequences
or labor-market implications of tourism.

Whether parties and their MPs use this room for maneuver
in parliamentary speeches to focus on their issue preferences and
engage in issue competition is, however, largely unclear. Although
issue salience in the parliamentary arena receives an increasing
amount of attention (e.g., Green and Jennings 2019; Meyer and
Wagner 2021; Quinn et al. 2010), little research focuses on the dy-
namics of issue competition between political parties. Debus and
Tosun (2021) take an important first step in this area by showing
that green parties put more emphasis on issues related to the green
agenda than other parties in parliamentary debates. This finding
of a selective emphasis on issue preferences provides interesting
insights, but the study also has two relevant limitations. First, the
focus on a particular party family makes it difficult to general-
ize the results. Second, the authors do not analyze the speeches
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themselves, but rather analyze the topic of the whole debate and
then survey the MPs and parties who made speeches during this
debate. Thus, evidence as to whether and to what extent parlia-
mentary speeches are a tool for issue competition between parties
is still limited.

In this article, I argue that issue competition is present in
parliamentary debates, albeit influenced by the agenda-setting
power of parties in parliament. I analyze more than 56,700
speeches made in the Austrian Nationalrat during the legislative
periods 22-26 (December 20, 2002—-October 22, 2019) and use a
text-as-data approach (semi-supervised topic classification) to
classify these speeches at sentence-level into 20 issue categories.
Based on this classification, I measure to what extent and why
issue agendas differ between parties in parliamentary speeches.
The results show that, although parliamentary debates offer lim-
ited room for maneuver, parties still put relatively strong empha-
sis on their respective issue preferences. The magnitude of this
effect is, however, influenced by a party’s position in government
or opposition. Overall, the results confirm that parties use par-
liamentary speeches to address issue preferences and thus en-
gage in issue competition, albeit shaped by the specific context
of legislative debates.

Issue Competition in Parliamentary Speeches

As discussed above, parliamentary debates offer a specific
context for issue competition between parties. The legislative
agenda and partisan control over it influence the extent to which
parties and their MPs can address specific issues. The nature of
parliamentary speeches, however, still offers some room for ma-
neuver as speakers can go “off-topic” or apply framing. I expect
that parties use this degree of freedom to send signals in issue com-
petition. Political parties have certain issue preferences and selec-
tively emphasize these issues in their communication with the aim
of dominating the political agenda (e.g., Budge and Farlie 1983;
Green-Pedersen 2007; Petrocik 1996). Hence, even though the
parliamentary context (e.g., legislative agenda) constrains parties,
issue preferences should lead to differences in speechmaking be-
tween them. The issue preferences thereby stem from two main
sources.

First of all, issue preferences of parties are closely related
to vote-seeking and strategic considerations regarding issue
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ownership. Issue ownership theory suggests that parties “own” cer-
tain issues, either because voters associate them with these issues
or regard them as especially competent on them (Petrocik 1996;
Walgrave, Lefevere, and Tresch 2012). Voters often resort to issue
ownership evaluations (e.g., party competence) in their voting
decisions, especially when they perceive an issue as important
(Bélanger and Meguid 2008). This should incentivize parties to
raise the salience of “owned” issues and communicate them com-
paratively often.

HI: Issue ownership positively influences issue salience in
parliamentary speeches.

Second, issue preferences based on policy-seeking should
influence party communication in parliamentary speeches. Some
issues are more important to parties than others. While environ-
mental issues are, for example, especially important for Green
and Agrarian parties, law and order issues are particularly im-
portant for center-right parties (e.g., Green-Pedersen 2007).
Parties aim to push these issues on the political agenda and
thus increase attention to them. This is crucial as political atten-
tion to an issue is a precondition for political action and policy
change (Green-Pedersen and Walgrave 2014). The relative im-
portance of each issue for a party is most accurately represented
in manifestos. Manifestos are negotiated at length inside parties
and therefore offer a “uniquely representative and authoritative
characterization of party policy at a given point in time” (Budge,
Robertson, and Hearl 1987, 18). Thus, I expect the policy-seeking
preferences set out in manifestos to be reflected in parliamentary
speechmaking.

H2: High issue salience in manifestos positively influences
issue salience in parliamentary speeches.

However, parliamentary debates are marked by partisan con-
trol over the legislative agenda (e.g., Cox and McCubbins 2005;
Doring 1995). Hence, not every party is equally able to shape de-
bates according to its preferences. Especially government parties
have more influence on which issues are discussed in parliament.
Thus, I expect that parties with larger legislative agenda-setting
power (i.e., government parties) are able to address their issue pref-
erences more strongly.
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H3: The influence of issue preferences on parliamentary
speechmaking should be stronger for government parties than
for opposition parties.

Data

This article analyzes parliamentary speeches in the Austrian
Nationalrat between December 20, 2002 and October 22, 2019
(legislative periods 22-26). Austria is an ideal case to study po-
tential issue competition in parliamentary speeches. First, it is a
multi-party system with high levels of party unity. This is the case
as parties strongly control candidate selection processes ahead
of elections (Miiller 2006) and the distribution of speaking time
during legislative debates (Jenny and Miiller 2001; Proksch and
Slapin 2015). Second, parliamentary speeches are an important
tool for political communication (e.g., Schefbeck 2006). These fac-
tors represent a context that should favor issue competition be-
tween parties in parliamentary speeches.

Furthermore, the government—opposition dynamic in the
Austrian parliament is well-suited to 1nvest1gat1ng potential ef-
fects of legislative agenda-setting power on issue competition.
In recent decades, two parties have typically formed a coalition
government, while two to four parties have been in opposition.
In parliament, most debates are devoted to bills that originate
from the government or MPs of the government parties. This al-
lows government parties a high degree of control over the legisla-
tive agenda, but opposition parties also have some instruments
to bring their issues to the floor. First, parties can make use of
“urgent motions” and “urgent questions” to enforce a debate on
an issue. Second, there are debates devoted to “topical issues” set
aside in the parliamentary calendar, allowing each party group to
propose an issue for discussion in a revolving system (Jenny and
Miiller 2021; Konrath 2017).

The full data set used in the article contains more than 56,700
speeches, which were held by MPs during the studied time period.
The main data source is the ParlSpeech V2 data set by Rauh and
Schwalbach (2020), which includes speeches until the end of 2018.
To complete the data set for the entire 26th legislative periods, I
collected the remaining speeches made between January 1, 2019
and October 22, 2019 via webscraping from the website of the
Austrian parliament.
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Methodology

Classifying Parliamentary Speeches at Sentence Level

To study this data set, I employ computer-based text analy-
sis. Over the past years, several tools have been developed and
applied to parliamentary speeches. Some well-known approaches
estimate policy positions (e.g., Laver, Benoit, and Garry 2003;
Slapin and Proksch 2008), while other recent approaches per-
form sentiment analysis (e.g., Proksch et al. 2019; Rudkowsky
et al. 2018).

For the purpose of this article, it is necessary to detect is-
sues within the speeches. Watanabe and Zhou (2022) propose a
novel procedure for the creation of a seed-word dictionary and a
semi-supervised topic classification approach, which they apply to
speeches in the United Nations General Assembly. The classifica-
tion results delivered by this approach clearly outperform other
techniques such as simple dictionary analysis or (seeded) LDA
(Watanabe and Zhou 2022) and has further advantages. First, semi-
supervised approaches allow direct interpretation of the model
output as categories are clearly defined by the seed-word diction-
ary. This is a big advantage compared to unsupervised topic mod-
els, which require ex-posterior interpretation of the model output
and often produce topics that are inconsistent with the theoretical
framework (Watanabe and Zhou 2022). Second, semi-supervised
approaches are comparatively resource-efficient because they do
not require extensive manually coded training data like fully su-
pervised models. Therefore, I adapt and apply the semi-supervised
approach proposed by Watanabe and Zhou (2022) to analyze par-
liamentary speeches in three steps.

First, I preprocessed the text data with the R-package
quanteda (Benoit et al. 2018). I divided the speeches into individual
sentences as the classification is performed at the sentence level. 1
then tokenized the sentences and performed some basic preproc-
essing steps.

Second, I created a seed-word dictionary. To identify issue
categories, I use the coding scheme of the Comparative Agendas
Project (CAP) as a point of departure.” Parliamentary speeches,
however, represent a specific context. Therefore, I adapted the
issue categories to fit the domain- and country-specific context
(e.g., adding categories “greeting” and “parliament” to capture
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greetings and topics related to parliamentary procedures). After
defining the issue categories, I identified relevant seed-words in
a two-stage process as proposed by Watanabe and Zhou (2022).
In the first step, I assigned knowledge-based seed-words to the
issue categories. Here, significant domain- and country-specific
knowledge was required to find suitable seed-words for each issue
category. To complement and improve this knowledge-based dic-
tionary, Watanabe and Zhou (2022) suggest adding frequent words
to the dictionary in a second step. Therefore, I checked and tested
the 1,500 most frequent words from the speeches for potential new
seed- words to improve the dictionary.’

Finally, I performed the classification. The seed-word dic-
tionary thereby functioned as input to a semi-supervised topic
classification. I use the R-package newsmap (Watanabe 2018),
which classifies the individual sentences into the defined issue
categories. The model first identifies seed-words from the dic-
tionary in individual sentences (keyword matching) and assigns
topic labels to them. The model then estimates the association
between the topics and textual features via the co-occurrence
of words (dictionary-based learning). Based on this estimation,
the model assigns topic labels to all sentences (Watanabe 2018).
Additionally, I applied contextual smoothing to take contextual
information from surrounding sentences into account during the
classification process (for a similar application, see Watanabe
and Zhou 2022).

To validate the classification, I use manual codmg of 600
randomly sampled speeches as a “gold- -standard”.* The class1flca-
tion approach apphed in this article delivers a F1-score of 0.61.°
This performance is comparable to results of similar advanced
multi-category classification tasks (e.g., Osnabriigge et al 2021;
Watanabe and Zhou 2022) and therefore quite satisfactory.®

Overall, the applied technique, which was first proposed by
Watanabe and Zhou (2022), delivers reliable results in a relatively
resource-efficient manner. However, considerable domain- and
country-specific knowledge is necessary to develop a suitable seed-
word dictionary. The dictionary developed in this study is tailored
to the specific case and vocabulary used in Austria and therefore
cannot be directly transferred to other countries. This drawback
poses hurdles for cross-country analysis, and several adjustments
to the dictionary would even be necessary to fit it to the context of
other German-speaking countries, for example.
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Measuring Issue Competition in Parliamentary Speeches

Based on the hypotheses developed above, I study whether
and to what extent party issue preferences in the form of issue
ownership and manifesto salience drive issue communication in
parliamentary speeches. The following sets of variables are used
in the analysis.

The dependent variable is the variation in issue commu-
nication that can be observed in parliamentary speeches. Party
agendas in parliament are comparatively similar because of the
influence of the legislative agenda. This analysis focuses on factors
that drive potential variation between parties in parliamentary
speeches. Hence, it would not be meaningful to choose the simple
party issue agenda as dependent variable since I would not be able
to measure variation between parties. Instead, I use the measure-
ment of speech issue variation. It is the variation in issue atten-
tion (%) for each party from the median of the i issue attention for
all parties during the respective legislative period.” This measure-
ment represents how much more or less attention a party devotes
to every single issue in comparison to the other parties during a
legislative period. Hence, each issue per party and per legislative
period is one observation.

Two independent variables are used to measure the effect
of party issue preferences on speech issue variation. The first in-
dependent variable is issue ownersth (IO). A party is assrgned a
value of 1 if the party owns the issue and 0 if it does not.® The
AUTNES Panel Study 2017 (Wagner et al. 2018) provides data
on issue ownership in Austria. Unfortunately, these types of data
are only available for 2017. However, Seeberg (2017) shows that
issue ownership is quite stable across time. Following this argu-
ment, the values provided by Wagner et al. (2018) can be used as a
basis for the whole observational period. These data allow to iden-
tify ownership for the issues “agriculture ” “economy and energy,”
“environment,” “immigration,” and “labor and welfare.’ Thus the
variable issue ownership captures the one or two “core” issues of
parties in Austria. However, this variable alone does not fully re-
flect issue preferences, as several issues (e.g., civil rights, culture,
education) are not “owned” by a party. Therefore, another inde-
pendent variable complements the analysis.

The second independent variable covers a broader under-
standing of issue preferences and is called manifesto issue variation.
This variable reflects the relative importance of each individual
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issue to a party and therefore its policy-seeking goals. It is calcu-
lated in a similar way as the dependent variable. The attention a
party devotes to an issue in a manifesto is measured in percent.
The manifesto issue variation is the variation in issue attention (%)
for each party from the median of the issue attention for all par-
ties in the same election year.” The resulting values indicate the
importance of specific issues to a party compared to the other par-
ties. In order to create this independent variable of manifesto issue
variation, I have recoded the manifesto data set on Austrian parties
provided by Miiller et al. (2020) into the issue categories used in
this study.

Additionally, I include interaction terms for government par-
ticipation.'® This variable captures agenda-setting power in the
parliamentary context, which potentially influences issue commu-
nication of political parties, as postulated in H3.

Results

Issue preferences in terms of issue ownership and manifesto
communication are expected to influence parliamentary speeches
at least to some extent. This should result in different issue agen-
das between the parties, with issue preferences being the driving
factors.

Table 1 shows the issue agendas of all parties (issue sali-
ence in percent) during the 25th legislative period (2013—17).11
Although the parliamentary context limits parties’ room for ma-
neuver, it becomes clear that differences between the issue agendas
exist. We can observe that the values for several issues differ sub-
stantially between parties. But are these differences down to issue
preferences?

As introduced above, two independent variables represent
party issue preferences, namely issue ownership and manifesto issue
variation. Both are expected to drive issue communication in par-
liamentary speeches, as measured by the dependent variable speech
issue variation. Figure 1 displays the potential effect of issue owner-
ship on speech issue variation in a box plot; Figure 2 displays the
potential effect of manifesto issue variation on speech issue variation
(indicated by the blue regression line) in a scatter plot. Appendix G
shows the same scatter plot as displayed in Figure 2 without the
extreme outlier on the right-hand side at point (38/3.8). Both plots
in Figure 1 and Figure 2 point to a positive relationship between
the respective independent and dependent variable, indicating a
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FIGURE 1
Issue Ownership and Speech Issue Variation
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potential influence of party issue preferences on the content of
parliamentary speeches.

To test these observations statistically, I use the named varia-
bles as input to three separate regression models. In all three mod-
els, speech issue variation serves as the dependent variable. While
the first and second model focus on the independent variables
issue ownership and manifesto issue variation respectively, the third
model includes both independent variables. Furthermore, each
model includes interaction terms for government participation to
account for potential interaction effects between issue preferences
and legislative agenda-setting power. To account for the specific
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FIGURE 2
Manifesto Issue Variation and Speech Issue Variation

(]
L

Speech Issue Variation

0 10 20 20 40

Manifesto Issue Variation

data structure (one observation = issue per part%/ and per legisla-
tive period), I include clustered standard errors.!

The results deliver statistically significant positive effects for
issue ownership and manifesto issue variation in all three models
(see Table 2). Furthermore, the interaction terms show a stronger
effect of issue ownership for government parties. However, no sig-
nificant differences between government and opposition parties
can be observed for manifesto issue variation. The first and second
regression models explain around 12 and 9% of the variation in
speech issue variation respectively. The third model explains nearly
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TABLE 2
Issue Preferences and Issue Communication in Austrian
Parliamentary Speeches

Speech Issue Variation

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Issue Ownership 1.463** 0.896%**
(0.213) (0.208)
Manifesto Issue Variation 0.106%** 0.092%**
(0.019) (0.029)
Government Participation -0.118 —0.005 —-0.116
(0.183) (0.172) (0.172)
Issue Ownership:Government Participation 0.461%*** 0.978%**
(0.166) (0.210)
Manifesto Issue Variation:Government —0.005 —-0.026
Participation
(0.064) (0.072)
Constant 0.052 0.051 0.032
(0.088) (0.074) (0.076)
R? 0.120 0.092 0.179
Adj. R? 0.115 0.086 0.171
Num. obs. 500 500 500

***p<0.01; **p<0.05; *p<0.1.
Standard errors clustered by party, issue and legislative period.

18% of the variation. Hence, all three models deliver statistically
significant results and have considerable explanatory power.

The presented results show that party issue preferences play
a role when it comes to parliamentary speeches. Both issue owner-
ship and manifesto issue variation explain the observed differences
in issue salience between parties to significant degrees. Hence, par-
ties put comparatively strong emphasis on their respective issue
preferences in the form of issue ownership and manifesto salience,
confirming hypotheses H1 and H2. The magnitude of these ef-
fects is thereby influenced by the legislative agenda-setting power
of parties. Government participation enables a stronger focus on
issue preferences, at least in the form of “owned” issues. This is,
however, not the case for manifesto salience. Hence, legislative
agenda-setting power appears to affect a party’s ability to address
“owned” issues in parliamentary speeches, but not so much its
ability to address issues that are important in the manifesto. These
findings partially support hypothesis H3.
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To sum up, we can observe differences in issue salience based
on party preferences in parliamentary speeches. Parties use the
limited room for maneuver in legislative debates to put compara-
tively strong emphasis on their issue preferences, albeit influenced
by their respective legislative agenda-setting power.

Discussion and Conclusion

There is a growing consensus in the literature that parliamen-
tary speeches can function as a tool in party competition. However,
a crucial concept in the area of party competition—namely issue
competition—has been largely neglected so far. Hence, there is a
lack of empirical evidence regarding the question of whether and
to what extent parties engage in issue competition in parliamen-
tary speeches.

This article has taken a first step to close this research gap
by analyzing parliamentary speeches in the Austrian Nationalrat
between 2002 and 2019. The results show that parties communi-
cate different issue agendas in parliamentary speeches and that the
observed variation is driven by issue preferences. Political parties
and their MPs tend to talk more about “owned” issues and issues
with a comparatively high salience in manifestos. The magnitude
of this effect—at least for “owned” issues—is thereby influenced
by a party’s legislative agenda-setting power. Thus, although the
legislative agenda limits and guides issue communication in par-
liament, there is some room for maneuver. For example, parties
and their MPs can frame issues differently in speeches or use par-
liamentary instruments (e.g., “urgent motions” and “urgent ques-
tions”) to highlight specific issues during debates. Overall, the
results show the presence and specific nature of issue competition
in parliamentary speeches.

The article contributes to our understanding of parliamentary
speeches in two ways. First, it treats and analyzes parliamentary
speeches in a similar way as other types of party communication
(e.g., manifestos, press releases). Second, the empirical results
confirm that parties use parliamentary speeches as a tool in party
competition.

Parliamentary debates are at the heart of modern democra-
cies. The presented results expand and strengthen our knowledge
about the use and potential effects of parliamentary speeches.
These insights can be crucial in order to understand dynamics
within parliaments and the broader political system. However, the
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article also has limitations. First, it analyzes a single case only and
more studies are needed to make the findings more rigid. Second,
the exact mechanism and further important dynamics in relation
to issue competition in parliamentary speeches are not covered in
this article. Future research should therefore focus more strongly
on the underlying mechanisms of issue competition in legislative
debates (e.g., framing) and investigate potential dynamics stem-
ming from different phases of the electoral cycle (e.g., “routine
times of politics” vs. “campaign times”).
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ENDNOTES

1. A detailed explanation of the procedure is provided in Appendix A.

2. The Comparative Agendas Project (CAP) provides documentation on its
main website: https://www.comparativeagendas.net/. CAP has developed a code-
book consisting of 21 major topics and issue categories (Bevan 2019).

3. The seed-word dictionary is available in Appendix B.

4. Coding instructions for manual coding and the codebook are available in
Appendix C.

5. The F1-score is a regularly used accuracy measure in the field of computer-
based text analysis (e.g., Watanabe and Zhou 2022). I report the micro-average F1-
score. Further validation statistics per issue category are provided in Appendix D.
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6. In their respective applications, Osnabriigge et al. (2021) achieve a F1-
score of 0.54 (44 topics) and 0.64 (8 topics) on manifestos as well as 0.41 (44 top-
ics) and 0.51 (8 topics) for parliamentary speeches; Watanabe and Zhou (2022)
achieve a Fl-score of 0.72 (6 topics) for UN speeches. The coding scheme used
in this application consists of 22 topic categories (20 issues plus the additional
categories “greeting” and “parliament”).

7. 1 use the median and not the mean because the latter is more strongly
influenced by extreme values and outliers. Appendix I contains the same analysis
as presented in Table 2, but calculated with mean values.

8. An explanation and overview of the values assigned to each party for issue
ownership (10) is presented in Appendix E.

9. For an explanation of the choice of the median, see footnote 7.

10. Government participation is measured in the following way: 0—no gov-
ernment participation during the legislative period; 0.5—temporary government
participation during the legislative period, 1—government participation during
the whole legislative period.

11. The issue agendas (%) for the other covered legislative periods (22, 23, 24,
and 26) are given in Appendix F.

12. Appendices H, I and J contain robustness checks for the regression mod-
els reported in Table 2. Appendix H shows the regression model reported in the
main article without the outlier at point (38/3.8). The model in Appendix I uses
mean values to calculate the variables speech issue variation and manifesto issue
variation instead of median values. Appendix J reports models that use alterna-
tive combinations of clustered standard errors and fixed effects to account for
the data structure. The main findings remain largely stable across the different
specifications.
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