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studies on political communication in multiparty democracies usually 
focus on political parties as unitary actors and how they engage with each other 
in election campaigns. We deviate from this approach and study how issue en-
gagement (i.e., the degree to which party actors address the same issues) varies 
across members of parliament. We argue that MPs’ role in parliament affects how 
they engage with other legislators. in particular, we expect an intraparty division 
of labor, where each party’s policy specialists address the same issues. Moreover, 
party front benchers have a distinct way of communicating: they are more likely 
to engage with other party leaders rather than with policy specialists of rival 
parties. using spatial lag models based on approximately 15,000 press releases by 
austrian MPs, we find empirical support for these expectations. Our findings show 
the limitations of the “unitary actor” approach for studying issue engagement   
in european party systems.

Introduction

Which policy issues do political representatives address in 
their communication with the broader public? to shape the public 
issue agenda, party actors have strong incentives to talk about is-
sues where they have a competitive advantage (Budge and Farlie 
1983; Petrocik 1996; spiliotes and vavreck 2002). this in turn 
leads to political competition where political actors “talk past each 
other” rather than engaging a “direct argument over a common 
range of problems” (Budge 1987, 24). yet, this “issue engagement” 
(sigelman and Buell 2004) or “dialogue” (simon 2002) is essential 
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for public discourse as it enables citizens to make informed choices 
about their political representatives.

Our understanding of issue engagement between political 
elites is still limited in at least three important ways. First, much 
of the research focuses on the us two-party system (e.g., damore 
2005; Hayes 2010; Kaplan, Park, and ridout 2006; sigelman and 
Buell 2004) and cannot easily be transferred to the different context 
of parliamentary multiparty systems in europe (and elsewhere). 
second, especially in multiparty systems, the empirical focus lies 
on the issue engagement between political parties (green-Pedersen 
and Mortensen 2015; Klüver and sagarzazu 2016; Meyer and 
Wagner 2016; but see traber, schoonvelde, and schumacher 2020). 
the assumption that parties engage with other parties as “unitary 
actors” deviates from the methodological individualism in the 
studies in the us context and limits our understanding of intra-
party differences in how partisans engage with their competitors. 
Finally, existing work tends to focus on campaign periods, while 
issue engagement can take place over the entire electoral cycle. 
Outside of campaigns, issue engagement may exhibit different pat-
terns and dynamics. since political discourse in “normal” periods 
is also important for opinion formation, we should also study issue 
engagement outside the months prior to elections.

in this article, we extend existing research by analyzing issue 
engagement across individual members of parliament (MPs) in 
a multiparty system and over an entire electoral cycle. We expect 
that issue engagement in parliament is characterized by MPs’ role 
within their party. For backbench MPs, their area of specializa-
tion affects their issue engagement with other MPs: they should be 
more likely to engage with legislators active in the same commit-
tees and thus specialized in the same policy area(s). in contrast, 
front-bench MPs may act as opinion leaders for backbench MPs, 
but they may themselves be particularly likely to engage on the 
same issues as other parties’ front benchers.

We test these expectations using a novel dataset on MP com-
munication in press releases in austria (2013–17). Based on 14,904 
press releases by 139 members of parliament, we use spatial lag 
models to study the issue engagement of legislators on 17 issue 
areas. We find evidence for a specialization of labor for issue en-
gagement within the legislature: backbench MPs are more likely 
to address an issue if  it is also raised by MPs with the same spe-
cialization. yet, backbenchers do not engage in the same issues as 
front-bench MPs from other parties. in turn, front benchers are 
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more likely to address an issue if  front-bench MPs from other par-
ties addressed an issue. yet, they are less likely to engage in issues 
raised by policy specialists.

these findings have profound implications in how political 
elites communicate with each other and the broader public. Our 
findings suggest that there are various “layers” of issue engage-
ment in the legislature, where MPs with the same specialization 
engage with each other, and front-bench MPs engage more likely 
with front-bench MPs from other parties. Hence, the unitary-
actor assumption in most existing studies in multiparty systems 
masks important differences between parliamentarians. Moreover, 
because high-standing politicians are often much more visible 
in the media than backbenchers (gattermann and vasilopoulou 
2015; Haselmayer, Wagner, and Meyer 2017; Meyer, Haselmayer, 
and Wagner 2020; tresch 2009; van aelst et al. 2008; vos 2014; 
vos and van aelst 2018), public perceptions of the level of issue 
engagement may be biased. this is particularly true if  the issue 
agenda of front-bench MPs differs from that of backbench MPs.1 
thus, the actual level of issue engagement in the legislature might 
be different from the issue engagement between party front bench-
ers and the mediated party-system agenda in the news media.

How MPs Engage Each Other on Issues

issue engagement occurs when two political actors talk about 
the same topic during a given period of time (Kaplan, Park, and 
ridout 2006; sigelman and Buell 2004).2 in politics, there are two 
reasons why political actors should engage each other on issues: it 
protects them from accusations of ignoring topics of public con-
cern (ansolabehere and iyengar 1994) and allows them to attract 
voters interested in that issue, perhaps even by framing the issue in 
a favorable way (green-Pedersen 2007; Jerit 2008).

there is considerable evidence that political actors do indeed 
pursue issue engagement. this is true for individual political can-
didates (damore 2005; Kaplan, Park, and ridout 2006; sigelman 
and Buell 2004), prime ministers (traber, schoonvelde, and 
schumacher 2020), and for political parties (dolezal et al. 2014; 
green-Pedersen and Mortensen 2015; Klüver and sagarzazu 2016; 
Meyer and Wagner 2016). While in the united states the focus has 
naturally been on issue engagement between political candidates, 
european research has examined how parties engage each other 
on issues.
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We aim to move beyond this focus on parties and ask when 
parliamentarians engage with MPs from other parties. in addition, 
we examine the entire electoral cycle, not just the campaign pe-
riod. Our key argument is that MPs have different roles within a 
legislature, and this also shapes the way they communicate with 
the public. in particular, we focus on the difference between rank-
and-file MPs, who will often have one or two key issues they focus 
on, and front-bench MPs, who have leadership positions within 
their party.

there is a long tradition of studying such variation in how 
legislators carry out their parliamentary duties (e.g., eulau et al. 
1959; see andeweg 2014 for an overview). Our approach is most 
closely related to that of searing (1994), who argues that ordinary 
MPs can be distinguished based on different roles they take up. He 
identifies four such preference roles: policy advocate, ministerial 
aspirant, constituency member, and parliament man.

in this article, we focus on the most widespread of these roles, 
policy advocate (andeweg 2014).3 MPs possess and develop exper-
tise in particular policy areas. this may be due to personal interest 
and reflect their policy-based motivation for being politically ac-
tive. some politicians may also develop a policy focus because this 
matches their constituency’s concerns or because they see those 
issues as advantageous for their career. MPs interests and expertise 
are often reflected in the parliamentary committees MPs choose to 
sit on (Martin 2014). according to informational theory (Krehbiel 
1992; for a survey, see Martin 2014), parliamentary committees 
exist in order to handle the complexity of policymaking and create 
subunits with specialized members. sitting on committees allows 
MPs to focus on particular policy areas.

We expect this specialization through committee assignment 
to affect how MPs communicate. MPs will thus be more likely to 
engage with other MPs from their committee. this may be partly 
due to prior predisposition: two MPs particularly interested in 
foreign policy will likely both join the foreign policy committee 
and therefore also send out press releases on the topic. However, 
issue engagement may also be fostered by committee activity itself  
and by the further specialization that sitting on a committee sup-
ports. in addition, the party leadership may encourage such issue 
concentration and reward it with a safer list position (yildirim, 
Kocapınar, and ecevit 2019). Hence, our first hypothesis is:
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H1 (Specialization): Legislators are more likely to address is-
sues raised by other members of parliament if  these MP serve on 
the same committees.

second, top politicians—such as party leaders or leaders of 
the parliamentary group—may be particularly influential in in-
spiring issue engagement. there are two reasons why rank-and-file 
MPs should engage with leading politicians. For one, rank-and-
file MPs might see engaging with top politicians as a way of ob-
taining media attention. the issues raised by top politicians will 
naturally gain more attention from the media (tresch 2009; Meyer, 
Haselmayer, and Wagner 2020; vos 2014), and engaging on the is-
sues leaders raise may be particularly fruitful for “normal” MPs. 
Media attention may be of interest to MPs in systems with low 
district magnitudes and/or open or flexible lists (Crisp et al. 2013). 
However, even in closed-list systems, MPs might want media at-
tention, for example as a way of ensuring they will be offered a 
safe seat at the subsequent election (Louwerse and Otjes 2016; 
yildirim, Kocapınar, and ecevit. 2019). in addition, contribu-
tions from party leaders may be particularly successful at shaping 
the policy agenda: top politicians are likely to be opinion leaders 
within their party who have more power than other MPs to set 
the issue agenda. MPs may have incentives to voice their views on 
those issues that are more likely to become relevant in subsequent 
policy debates. Hence, we expect greater issue engagement with 
MPs in leadership positions than with other MPs.

H2 (Leadership): Legislators are more likely to address issues 
raised by MPs in a leadership position than those raised by other 
MPs.

However, it need not be that rank-and-file MPs engage with 
leading politicians. another possibility is that for backbench MPs, 
specialization dominates over the attraction of engaging with 
leaders (as suggested by H1). Here, communication is aimed at in-
formed “issue publics” focused on one particular area of policy. 
in contrast, those in leadership roles may communicate in a differ-
ent kind of arena, aiming for broader attention. Front-bench MPs 
may therefore operate in a distinct, media-driven sphere of poli-
tics. Backbench MPs may not react to this communication, leav-
ing such debates to their party leaders. this may also be because 
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it is most appropriate for one party leader to respond to another, 
rather than a backbench MP. Parliamentarians would thus sep-
arate out into distinct arenas in the way they engage with each 
other on issues. Hence, we might see a division of labor, where two 
different conversations or debates play out on policy: one among 
specialized committee members, and one among party leaderships. 
Hence, our third hypothesis is:

H3 (Division of labor): While party backbenchers are more 
likely to address issues raised by other committee members (see 
H1), leading figures within a party engage with other party leaders.

Measuring Issue Engagement in the Legislature

We use press releases issued by members of parliament to 
measure issue engagement in the legislature. Press releases are 
short texts (typically two or three paragraphs) where individual 
MPs express their views on policy issues, attack their competitors, 
and comment on other issues of politics.4 Press releases are par-
ticularly suitable to analyze the issue agenda (see, e.g., grimmer 
2010; Helfer and van aelst 2016; Hopmann et al. 2012; Klüver 
and sagarzazu 2016). unlike party manifestos, press releases are 
issued by individual politicians and are published on a daily basis. 
Moreover, in contrast to the MPs’ legislative activity (e.g., speeches, 
oral questions), there are fewer institutional and resource con-
straints for publishing press releases. issuing press releases is also 
relatively cheap (for the MPs) and hence not constrained by the 
MPs’ expertise and resources.5

We study issue engagement among legislators using data from 
2013 to 2017. austria’s multiparty system is similar to that in many 
other european parliamentary democracies: the social democrats 
(sPÖ) on the center-left and the People’s Party (ÖvP) on the center-
right compete with the radical-right Freedom Party (FPÖ), the 
greens, and the liberal NeOs.6 the austrian Press agency (aPa) 
offers a central archival and distribution system for press releases. 
Companies, interest groups, and other societal actors run channels 
to distribute their messages via the aPa. austrian parties usually 
have several channels for federal and regional party organizations, 
suborganizations (e.g., women, elderly, youth), and parliamentary 
party groups. the press releases are typically issued by individual 
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party politicians. this decentralized way of communication allows 
us to study the issue engagement of individual MPs.

the austrian National election study (autNes) scraped 
all party communication channels and identified the press releases 
by all austrian MPs serving in the XXv. legislative term (October 
29, 2013 to November 8, 2017) (Müller et al. forthcoming a,b). 
trained coders identified the author(s) of each press release and 
the policy issue covered in its title.7 While the coding scheme cov-
ers more than 650 policy issues (see dolezal et al. 2016 for more in-
formation), we aggregate these issues into 17 broader issue areas8 
to reflect the responsibilities of legislative committees (including 
special committees).

in total, 199 individuals served as MPs in the legislative term 
from 2013 to 2017. Because we are interested in the issue engage-
ment among acting MPs, we discard 39 MPs who left parliament 
in the interelection period and their successors. Moreover, we ig-
nore 21 legislators who changed their party affiliation because 
their committee membership typically changes.9

austrian MPs use press releases quite frequently to reach 
the mass media. Müller et al. (2001) find that more than 80% of 
austrian legislators publish press releases. We find similar figures 
for the legislative term from 2013 to 2017. the 139 MPs included 
in the analysis published 14,904 press releases during the legisla-
tive term (on average, three press releases per MP and month). 
the median MP sent 70 press releases (about 1.5 press releases per 
month), and only one legislator sent no press release within those 
four years.

We use a new technique to study issue engagement among 
MPs. the usual approach to analyze issue engagement is to cre-
ate dyadic dataset where each row in the data matrix represents a 
pair of political actors (e.g., druckman et al. 2010; Kaplan, Park, 
and ridout 2006; Meyer and Wagner 2016; sigelman and Buell 
2004). this dyadic data structure is challenging for at least two 
reasons: first, the dyadic data structure is not suitable to deal with 
actor-specific causal factors. in particular, a dyadic data structure 
is not able to capture asymmetric response patterns (i.e., if  actor 
a is more likely to respond to actor B than vice versa). second, 
the dyads are dependent on each other. thus, if  actor a engages 
in the same issue as actor B, and actor B engages with actor C, 
then there is also a relationship in the dyad between actors a and 
C (druckman et al. 2010). While there are methodological fixes to 
deal with the nonindependence of observations (erikson, Pinto, 
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and rader 2014), we aim to integrate these interactions directly in 
the model.

to deal with these challenges, we draw on spatial lag models 
(Franzese and Hays 2008; Neumayer and Plümper 2010; Williams 
2015; Williams and Whitten 2015). these models express the inter-
dependence between units of analysis (here: MPs) that “can result 
from coercion, competition, externalities, learning, or emulation” 
(Neumayer and Plümper 2010, 587). they have been used to study 
spatial voting (Williams and Whitten 2015), party policy diffusion 
(Böhmelt et al. 2016), and voter perceptions of economic perfor-
mance (Fortunato, swift, and Williams 2018). We use the same 
technique to study issue engagement across parliamentarians. in 
particular, we are interested in the probability y��� that MP i ad-
dresses issue j at time t. in the spatial autoregressive model, “the 
dependent variable in other units of analysis exerts an influence on 
the dependent variable in the unit under observation” (Neumayer 
and Plümper 2010, 589). We can express this probability as follows::

where w��� denote weighting parameters that express the expected 
effect of MP k on MP i, and X��� describes a set of covariates that 
vary across individuals, issues and time. We can also express the 
weighting parameters using a weighting matrix W. the spatial au-
toregression parameter � describes the impact of the spatial au-
toregressive term on the dependent variable.

the spatial lag model has several key advantages over the dy-
adic data format. First, it is actor centric, thus allowing scholars to 
include variables that vary across individuals (X���). For example, 
we can directly test whether some MPs are more active in issu-
ing press releases than others or whether, for example, MPs from 
the social democratic sPÖ are more likely to issue press releases 
dealing with social affairs than MPs from other parties. second, 
we can design the weighting matrices W to model the patterns of 
communication and issue engagement among political representa-
tives. importantly, this also allows us to model asymmetric rela-
tionships as suggested in Hypothesis 2 (e.g., a backbench MP i 
reacts to a front-bench MP k, but not vice versa).

the dependent variable y��� in our model is the probability 
that MP i addresses issue j at time t. We chose months as time 

y���=�+�
∑

k

w���y���+�X���+�,

=�+�Wy+�X���+�,
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intervals as these are sufficiently fine-grained to measure interac-
tions between MPs.10 the stacked dataset contains 139 MPs, 17 
policy issues, and 47 months (139 × 17 × 48 = 111,061 observa-
tions). the mean value of the dependent variable is 0.08. that is, 
all else being equal, the probability that an MP issues a press re-
lease in any given month on any particular issue is 8%.

Our models contain two weighting matrices to express the in-
terdependencies between MPs. to test Hypothesis 1, we create the 
weighting matrix Wcomm where the weighting parameters equal 1 if  
two members of parliament sit in the same parliamentary commit-
tee (0 otherwise).11 austrian parliamentary committees generally 
meet behind closed doors. this is in line with many parliamentary 
democracies (strøm 1998), though this practice may be changing 
(Fasone and Lupo 2015; Hendriks and Kay 2019).

to test Hypothesis 2, the weighting matrix Wleader tests how 
individual MPs react to front-bench MPs from other parties. 
We code MPs as front benchers if  they are party leaders, lead-
ers of their parliamentary party, or their party’s secretary-gen-
eral (Bundesgeschäftsführer). seven of the 139 MPs included the 
analysis were front benchers. Note that this weighting matrix is 
asymmetric: for a backbench MP i and a front-bench MP k, the 
weighing parameter w�� equals 1 while the w�� equals 0 (i responds 
to k, but not vice versa).

in addition to an MP’s membership in the party leadership 
(i.e., party leader, parliamentary party group leader, or party 
secretary-general), we include various control variables that vary 
across MPs, issues, and parties. First, we account for MPs’ sex and 
experience. Female politicians are underrepresented in leadership 
positions. as politicians in higher office tend to issue more press 
releases, this may lead to less issue engagement by female MPs. 
similarly, members in parliament who serve their first term in 
parliament are less likely to take leading roles within their party. 
if  these politicians publish fewer press releases, they are also less 
likely to engage in the same issues than their fellow MPs in parlia-
ment. We use a dummy variable to distinguish new MPs (1) from 
those who have been in parliament before (0).

We also include a variable that indicates the salience of an 
issue area in a party’s 2013 election manifesto. election mani-
festos entail a party’s policy agenda for the next legislative term 
and the election pledges made to potential voters (Klingemann, 
Hofferbert, and Budge 1994; thomson et al. 2017). Hence, we ex-
pect that the MPs’ issue attention should at least partly depend on 
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the issues raised in their party’s election manifesto. specifically, we 
expect a higher probability to address an issue if  that issue area was 
more prominent in the previous election manifesto. data on issue 
salience in party manifestos was coded by the austrian National 
election study (Müller et al. 2017). We standardize issue attention 
across the 17 issue areas, so that other statements (e.g., coalition 
signals) are not considered. the variable ranges from 0 to 1.

Moreover, we also account for issue engagement at the party 
level using two additional weighting matrices. Parties may decide 
that certain issues should be emphasized and addressed more, and 
they may recruit their MPs to focus press releases on such topics. 
in addition, MPs from the same party may tend to send similar 
press releases through selection effects. For instance, it is not sur-
prising if  two green MPs send out press releases on environmental 
issues. to measure such correlated (and potentially coordinated) 
issue attention within a party, we include the weighting matrix 
Wparty where the weighting parameters w take the value “1” if  two 
MPs are from the same party (0 otherwise).

Moreover, we include a weighting matrix Wlrdist to indicate 
the ideological proximity between parties. Following Meyer and 
Wagner (2016), we expect that the likelihood of issue engagement 
increases with the ideological proximity between parties. data on 
the ideological proximity between parties comes from the 2014 
Chapel Hill expert survey (Polk et al. 2017). using the experts’ 
mean perceived party positions on the left-right scale,12 we fol-
low Williams (2015) and subtract the distance between two par-
ties a and B from the maximum distance on the 10-point scale 
(10− ||��A− ��B

||). Because higher values indicate closer proximity, we 
expect a positive regression coefficient.

We also include a control variable that indicates how many 
MPs are serving in committees dealing with a particular policy 
area. Committees (and subcommittees) differ in size, and for some 
policy areas, we identified several committees with overlapping 
jurisdictions (e.g., finance). all else being equal, we might expect 
more engagement in those policy areas where many MPs serve in 
committees dealing with an issue. table 1 provides an overview of 
all covariates included in the analysis.

Finally, we need to account for the nested data structure 
(MPs × issue × time). We include a lagged dependent variable to 
account for serial correlation in the data. Moreover, we include 
party fixed effects (as MPs from some parties may be more ac-
tive in publishing press releases) and fixed effects for months   
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(because MPs may be less active during, for example, the summer 
recess). We also cluster standard errors by MPs to address any re-
maining heteroskedasticity across individuals.

Results

We present the results of the logistic regression models in 
table 2. Model 1 contains only party- and issue-specific variables, 
party and time fixed effects, and the lagged dependent variable. 
Model 2 adds the spatial weighting matrices to test Hypotheses 
1 and 2. Model 3 adds additional control variables at the level of 
individual MPs. Model 4 includes the interaction terms to test 
Hypothesis 3.

While we interpret the effects of key covariates using graphs 
in greater detail below, table 2 already indicates several findings. 
First, there is a positive relationship between the MPs’ issue agenda 
in the interelection period and the issue focus in their respective 
party’s election manifesto. all else being equal, MPs tend to ad-
dress those issues more that are also more prominent in the party’s 
election manifesto. second, legislators tend to address the same 
issues as other members of their party group. as noted above, this 
finding may be due to a coordinated response by the party leader-
ship or simply a by-product of individuals with a similar ideology 
responding to the same events. third, we also find some evidence 

taBLe 1   
summary statistics

Continuous variables N Mean standard deviation Min Max

Wcomm∙y 111,061 5.034 4.109 0 34
Wleader∙y 111,061 1.290 1.339 0 6
salience in manifesto 111,061 0.059 0.050 0 0.217
Wparty∙y 111,061 2.639 2.402 0 17
Wlrdist∙y 111,061 61.526 42.979 0 331.37
Number of   

committee members
111,061 28.824 10.678 13 55

Dichotomous variables 0 1
dv: issue attention 111,061 91.7% 8.3%
issue attention (t−1) 111,061 91.7% 8.3%
Party leadership 111,061 95.0% 5.0%
Female 111,061 69.8% 30.2%
New MP 111,061 69.8% 30.2%
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taBLe 2   
explaining issue engagement in the legislature (Logistic   

regression models)

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Party issue 
engagement

MP issue 
engagement

MP issue 
engagement + 

controls

MP issue 
engagement + 
controls+ role 

of MP

Wcomm∙y 0.069** 0.093*** 0.103***
(2.85) (5.26) (5.82)

Wleader∙y 0.039 0.035 −0.002
(1.62) (1.44) (−0.09)

Party leadership 1.177*** 0.967***
(5.64) (4.68)

Wcomm∙y X Party 
leadership

−0.075**
(−2.72)

Wleader∙y X Party 
leadership

0.372***
(5.74)

Female 0.166 0.160
(1.31) (1.26)

New MP −0.202+ −0.208+

(−1.73) (−1.78)
salience in manifesto 1.644** 1.653** 1.640** 1.609**

(2.74) (2.99) (2.93) (2.84)
Wparty∙y 0.064*** 0.063*** 0.066*** 0.068***

(7.18) (6.90) (7.29) (7.43)
Wlrdist∙y 0.006*** <0.001 −0.002 −0.002

(10.67) (0.05) (−0.98) (−1.19)
Number of committee 

members
0.002 0.001 0.001 0.001
(0.52) (0.27) (0.34) (0.36)

issue attention (t−1) 2.369*** 2.340*** 2.222*** 2.207***
(36.01) (33.23) (29.99) (28.93)

Month fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
Party fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
Constant −3.725*** −3.730*** −3.792*** −3.765***

(−24.08) (−25.00) (−30.23) (−29.52)
Observations 111,061 111,061 111,061 111,061
Log Likelihood −26,281.0 −26,158.7 −25,738.4 −25,664.5

Notes: the W’s in the regression table denote the weighting matrices. Wcomm∙y indicates 
whether MPs address the same issues as other MPs in the same committees. Wleader∙y meas-
ures whether MPs address the same issues as party front benchers. Wparty∙y and Wlrdist∙y 
measure whether MPs address the same issues as members of their own party and from 
those parties that are ideologically close. entries in bold denote key variables of interest.

z statistics in parentheses;
+p < 0.1; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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that MPs are more likely to respond to MPs from parties that are 
ideologically closer to their own party. the effect of the weight-
ing matrix Wlrdist is positive, indicating that ideological proximity 
indeed increases the issue engagement between MPs (see Meyer 
and Wagner 2016). However, this effect disappears once we control 
for the issue engagement between committee members (Model 2). 
this suggests that at least part of the spatial proximity effect is 
due to the fact that MPs in the same committees (probably those 
of spatially proximate parties) are more likely to engage with each 
other.

to study the effects of specialization (H1) and opinion lead-
ers (H2) in more detail, we plot graphs with predicted probabilities 
in Figure 1. the plot on the left shows the predicted probability to 
address an issue (y-axis) depending on how many other committee 
members addressed an issue (x-axis). in the panel on the right, we 
show the predicted probability to address an issue (y-axis) depend-
ing on the number of other front benchers addressing the same 
issue (x-axis). the histograms in both panels illustrate the empiri-
cal distribution of both variables.

there is clear evidence of issue engagement among commit-
tee members (H1). all else being equal, increasing the number of 
committee members addressing an issue from 2 (first quartile) to 

Figure 1   
Predicted Probability to engage with Committee Members and 

Party Leadership  
  [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

Note: estimates based on Model 3 in table 2. all remaining covariates at their mode or 
mean, respectively. Histograms show the distribution of the respective variable on the x-
axis. the horizontal line at 8% indicates the overall average probability to address an issue.

www.wileyonlinelibrary.com
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7 (third quartile) increases the probability that another MP from 
the committee engages with that issue by roughly 2.7 percentage 
points (from 5.6% to 8.3%). to contextualize this effect, it is im-
portant to keep in mind that the average probability to address any 
issue is roughly 8% (mean = 0.083; SD = 0.275), so this is a rather 
substantial effect given that the average change to address an issue 
in a given month is relatively small.

However, we do not find that MPs address the same issues as 
front benchers, who we thought might potentially be opinion lead-
ers (H2). the predicted probability to address an issue in the right 
panel in Figure 1 is essentially flat, suggesting that the number of 
rival parties’ front benchers addressing an issue does not increase 
the probability that an MP will also address an issue. Hence, we 
reject Hypothesis 2.

We also hypothesized that legislators engage in a division 
of labor within the parliamentary party groups (H3): backbench 
MPs rather than the party leadership engage in issues with policy 
specialists in other parties. in contrast, members of the party lead-
ership engage in the same issues as other front benchers. We test 
this hypothesis in Model 4 (table 1) and show the corresponding 
predicted probabilities in Figure 2.

Figure 2   
Predicted Probability of issue engagement depending on Party 

role [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com] 

Note: estimates based on Model 4 in table 2. all remaining covariates at their mode or 
mean, respectively. Histograms show the distribution of the respective variable on the x-
axis. the horizontal line at 8% indicates the overall average probability to address an issue.

www.wileyonlinelibrary.com
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there is strong empirical support for a moderating effect of 
party role in the MPs’ issue engagement. the left panel in Figure 2 
suggests that it is mostly backbench MPs who engage on the same 
issues as their colleagues in the same committees. For backbench 
MPs (solid line), the marginal effect of committee members en-
gaging in an issue on addressing that issue oneself  is similar to 
the overall effect in Figure 1 (i.e., 2.9 percentage points moving 
from the first to the third quartile). in contrast, front-bench MPs 
(dashed line in the left panel) tend to have a higher probability 
to address any issue, irrespective of whether committee members 
from other parties address it as well. the slope is not as steep as for 
backbench MPs, and the marginal effect is not statistically signifi-
cant at conventional levels.

However, front-bench MPs are much more likely to en-
gage with issues that are addressed by other front-bench MPs. 
increasing the number of party elites addressing an issue from 0 
to 2 (first to third quartile) increases the probability to address the 
same issue by 8.6 percentage points (dashed line in the right panel 
in Figure 2). in contrast, there is no evidence that backbench MPs 
react to issues raised by front-bench MPs of other parties. the 
solid line in the right panel in Figure 2 is essentially flat, suggest-
ing a null response in issue awareness of other parties’ elites. in line 
with Hypothesis 3, these results indeed show a division of labor 
in terms of issue engagement with other members of parliament.

Conclusion

in this article, we consider which issues individual politicians 
address in their public communication. in particular, we were in-
terested in when MPs engage with politicians from rival parties. 
using a large-scale dataset of press releases for all MPs over a 
whole parliamentary period, we examined whether MPs react more 
to other party leaders or to other committee members. We uncov-
ered a bifurcated set of strategies within parliaments. Most MPs 
are specialists who react to other committee members and tend 
to ignore the communication efforts of party elites. in turn, party 
elites tend to interact with other party elites and ignore the possi-
bly more humdrum issues raised in committees. these findings are 
in addition to the expected effects of within-party engagement and 
manifesto issues: MPs naturally tend to talk about similar issues 
as their copartisans, and they tend to cover similar issues over the 
course of a parliamentary term as addressed in their manifesto. 
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What we have shown here is that MPs go beyond such inward-
facing strategy and react to other parties’ communication efforts.

two implications arise from this analysis. First, issue engage-
ment tends to work. experts and specialists in parliaments talk to 
each other: topics raised by other committee members are likely 
to elicit reactions from MPs from other parties. this kind of com-
munication is desirable in a parliament and in democracies, as it 
furthers debate and helps citizens understand where parties stand. 
We do not believe that this pattern results from strong direction by 
a centralized party hierarchy that determines which MP should en-
gage on which issues. rather, existing evidence for austria shows 
that MPs use press releases to reach the public and see this as one 
of their key duties as MPs (Müller et al. 2001).

However, the second implication of the analysis is that there 
are two arenas of debate in a polity. One encompasses party elites 
and front benchers, who react to each other but ignore the second 
arena, that of specialized backbenchers. in turn, the backbenchers 
are not more likely to engage with issues raised by front benchers, 
contradicting our Leadership Hypothesis. this indicates that MPs 
do not feel a need to engage on issues raised by front benchers, 
which might be those that promise greater media and citizen at-
tention. this lack of engagement may be partly due to the nature 
of austrian parliamentary elections, and we discuss below how in 
other country contexts, front benchers might exert more of a pull 
on MP’s communication strategies.

importantly, the elite-led debate may be more visible to vot-
ers given the prominence of party leaders. Hence, we have evidence 
of bifurcated debates, with two different public agendas. existing 
work shows that party leaders are covered much more than rank-
and-file politicians (e.g., gattermann and vasilopoulou 2015; 
tresch 2009; van aelst et al. 2008; vos 2014; vos and van aelst 
2018), and this also applies to their press releases (Haselmayer, 
Wagner, and Meyer 2017; Meyer, Haselmayer, and Wagner 2020). 
this fits patterns of “centralized personalization” (Balmas et al. 
2014). the debate and engagement among rank-and-file MPs is 
therefore less likely to get the public’s attention than that of poli-
ticians in leadership positions. Future research could examine 
whether elite-led debates are less tied to real-world problems and 
challenges, creating a public-facing discussion that ignores the is-
sues raised by specialists.

Our analysis is among the first to study variation in issue 
engagement within parties in a multiparty system and could be 
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extended in various ways. For instance, one contribution of our 
article is to study issue engagement over the whole electoral cycle. 
Future work could study more closely how issue engagement var-
ies in its patterns and dynamics over time, focusing in particular 
on how campaigns affect political discourse. Most work on issue 
engagement has focused on campaign periods (e.g., damore 2005; 
Hayes 2010; Kaplan, Park, and ridout 2006; Meyer and Wagner 
2016; sigelman and Buell 2004), and an explicit analysis of over-
time trends is still the exception (but see green-Pedersen and 
Mortensen 2015; Klüver and sagarzazu 2016).

in addition, our study assumes the causal processes driving 
issue engagement by MPs. Future work could make use of surveys 
and interviews with backbench and front-bench MPs to provide 
a deeper understanding of how press releases and other forms of 
communication are used to engage with other legislators.

Future studies could expand the empirical analysis to other 
countries. this would be worthwhile, for instance because patterns 
of issue engagement might be more complex in countries where 
the electoral system and other political institutions provide addi-
tional, and perhaps cross-cutting, incentives for parliamentarians 
(vos and van aelst 2018). For example, the nature of the austrian 
electoral system means that the constituency role of austrian MPs 
is rather limited. Countries with stronger incentives for constitu-
ency work might exhibit quite different patterns of issue engage-
ment. For example, smaller electoral districts force MPs to respond 
to issue concerns of their local constituency even if  these issues are 
outside their own area of expertise (Helfer and van aelst 2020). 
in such systems, issue engagement might be stronger for parlia-
mentarians from the same electoral district and weaker among 
issue specialists than in austria. Moreover, voters in austria have 
relatively little influence over who within each party list is elected 
to parliament, so there is little public competition between MPs 
from the same party. in contrast, MPs in countries with mixed-
member proportional systems or strong open-list components will 
have greater incentives for issue engagement with prominent poli-
ticians. in such contexts, MPs who want to gain media and citizen 
attention in order to boost their profile might try harder to engage 
on topics raised by front benchers. Overall, it is an open question 
whether our findings apply equally in systems with other commu-
nication-related incentives for MPs.

Finally, patterns of issue engagement might be different when 
parliamentary committees meet in public, as is the case for the us 
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Congress or the european Parliament (Fasone and Lupo 2015). in 
such contexts, engagement might occur within committees rather 
than or in addition to outside of them. Moreover, it is an interest-
ing question which topics become salient matters of debate among 
committee members.

another possible extension is to analyze issue engagement in 
other means of communication, in particular for social media plat-
forms. While we see no reason why patterns of issue engagement 
(as discussed above) should differ in these platforms, the overall 
level of issue engagement might differ given the vastly different 
audiences addressed in press releases.
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cle have been presented at the 2019 aPsa annual Meeting and the “Comparative 
research on Political elites” Workshop at the Hertie school of governance 
(November 2019). We thank all participants and in particular Jonathan Polk for 
very helpful feedback and suggestions.
 1. this is in fact the case in the austrian press releases we study here. While 
the backbenchers’ issue agenda is relatively broad, MPs in leadership positions 
tended to focus on a few issues. For example, about 20% of the front benchers’ 
press releases dealt with policy issues related to the interior (e.g., law and order, 
asylum issues), while the issue was less salient among party backbenchers (10%).
 2. Other scholars use “dialogue” (simon 2002) and “convergence” 
(damore 2005; Kaplan et al. 2006; Lipsitz 2013) to describe similar ideas. We 
prefer to use “engagement” as “dialogue” implies a substantive conversation be-
tween political elites, while all we consider is whether two parties talk about the 
same issue within a certain time frame (see also Lipsitz 2013). “Convergence” has 
positional connotations, but our measure of engagement solely focuses on the 
politicians’ issue attention.
 3. One further possibility is that MPs react to other MPs from their 
constituency. austria, the case we study in this article, has a three-tier elec-
toral system that is close to fully proportional as higher levels compensate for 
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disproportionality at lower tiers; there is a 4% threshold. in austria, there are 
several MPs from the same region (Bundesland) and often several MPs from an 
electoral district, since MPs elected via the national list may still see themselves as 
representing one area in particular. given the large number of electoral districts 
(39) and the small relative number of MPs (183), analyzing within-constituency 
communication between MPs is not an avenue we explore here.
 4. appendix B shows an example press release from the dataset.
 5. issue engagement can also be studied using other communication 
means such as social media platforms. yet, at least in austria, the country we 
study below, the use of such social media platforms was not widespread until 
recently. in the 2013 general election, for example, only about 16% of the candi-
dates running for office had a twitter account (dolezal 2015).
 6. We ignore nonpartisan MPs and those from the short-lived team 
stronach (ts). the party formed by billionaire Frank stronach soon lost most 
of its electoral support after the 2013 general election, and many of its MPs left 
the parliamentary party group before the 2017 election.
 7. Krippendorff’s alpha for the issue coding ranges from 0.63 to 0.72. 
Coder agreement is considerably higher (0.82 to 0.86) once the issues are aggre-
gated into broader issue categories.
 8. the issue areas are social affairs, foreign affairs, europe, finance, family 
and youth, infrastructure, health, interior, justice, defense, environment, agricul-
ture, education, economy, cultural affairs, corruption, and the political system; 
see appendix a.
 9. including these MPs in the analysis does not alter our main conclusions 
(see appendix a in the online supporting information).
 10. in appendix B in the online supporting information, we present models 
using weeks as time intervals. the findings are similar to the ones presented here.
 11. an overview of all committees and their allocation to the issue areas is 
shown in appendix a.
 12. We focus on the general left-right scale because it correlates highly with 
more specific policy dimensions (economy, gaLtaN, eu integration): left par-
ties tend to on the left on the economic policy dimension (r = 0.67), more liberal 
on sociocultural issues (r = 0.84), and less eurosceptic (r = −0.77).
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Note: estimates based on Model 3 in table a.1. all remaining co-
variates at their mode or mean, respectively. Histograms show the 
distribution of the respective variable on the on the x-axis. the 
horizontal line at 7% indicates the overall average probability to 
address an issue.
Figure a.2: Predicted Probability of issue engagement 
depending on Party role
Note: estimates based on Model 4 in table a.1. all remaining co-
variates at their mode or mean, respectively. Histograms show the 
distribution of the respective variable on the on the x-axis. the 
horizontal line at 7% indicates the overall average probability to 
address an issue.
table B.1: explaining issue engagement in the legislature
Figure B.1: Predicted Probability to engage with Committee 
Members and Party elites
Note: estimates based on Model 3 in table B.1. all remaining co-
variates at their mode or mean, respectively. Histograms show the 
distribution of the respective variable on the on the x-axis. the 
horizontal line at 2.5% indicates the overall average probability to 
address an issue.
Figure B.2: Predicted Probability of issue engagement 
depending on Party role
Note: estimates based on Model 4 in table B.1. all remaining co-
variates at their mode or mean, respectively. Histograms show the 
distribution of the respective variable on the on the x-axis. the 
horizontal line at 2.5% indicates the overall average probability to 
address an issue.
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Appendix A

Committees and Subcommittees

Committees and subcommittees issue

Labour and social affairs social affairs
Consumer Protection
Foreign affairs
subcommittee on development Cooperation Foreign affairs
subcommittee on south-tirol
standing subcommittee on european union affairs europe
Budget Committee Finance
Finance Committee
standing subcommittee on esM affairs
standing subcommittee of the Budget Committee
subcommittee of the Budget Committee: Budget 

implementation
Family Committee Family and youth
subcommittee of the Family Committee: Child rights 

Monitoring and youth Participation
equal treatment
transport infrastructure
Committee on research, innovation and technology
Construction
Health Health
internal affairs interior
standing subcommittee of the Committee on internal affairs
Committee on Human rights
Judiciary Committee Justice
National defence Committee defense
standing subcommittee of the National defence Committee
sports affairs Committee
environment Committee environment
Committee on agriculture and Forestry agriculture
subcommittee of the Committee on agriculture and Forestry: 

situation on the agricultural Markets
schools Committee education
subcommittee of the schools Committee: school reform
science Committee
Committee on economic and industrial affairs economy
tourism Committee
Constitutional Committee Political system
subcommittee of the Constitutional Committee: 

“Competencies of the Federal President and possible reform 
of these competences”

Culture Committee Cultural affairs
Committee of inquiry “Hypo” Corruption
Committee of inquiry “eurofighter typhoon”
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Appendix B

Example of a Press Release

Press release by Wolfgang Zingl (greens) asking the minister of cultural affairs, Josef 

Ostermayer, to comment on an expenses scandal of the viennese Burgtheater

authors’ own translation; original version from aPa Ots

Zinggl on the agenda of the supervisory board for national theatres: "Lots of open 
questions"  
greens appeal to Ostermayer to disclose the minutes of the meeting  
vienna (Ots)—"although we still haven’t received the minutes of the supervisory 
boards’ resolutions that we requested, the Chancellor’s response to our interpellation 
at least indicates the items on the agenda and helps us to formulate many additional 
open questions", explains the greens’ spokesman for culture, Wolfgang Zinggl.  
the questions are as follows:  
Why did both the supervisory Board of the Burgtheater and that of the holding 
company deal with the "Corporate Concept of the Burgtheater gmbH" in april 
2010?  
What were the contents of this concept?  
Why did the supervisory Board of the Burgtheater deal with "measures to improve 
the liquidity situation" of the company in three meetings in april and June 2011?  
Was the situation already so dramatic at that time, and if  so, why did the public not 
hear about it until two and a half  years later?  
What were the findings of the audits of the Corporate audit department regarding 
cash payments in the federal theatres?  
What did the special audit of the Burgtheater iKs by the internal audit department 
of the holding company reveal?  
Why did the supervisory Board of the Burgtheater deal with the audit reports 
on the iKs and the awarding process three times? What unpleasant findings were 
revealed here?  
What were the details of the "liquidity monitoring" of the Burgtheater, which was 
drafted in september 2011?  
What were the results of the apparently ongoing liquidity monitoring in 2012?  
Why was the supervisory Board of the holding company already discussing the sale 
of Hanuschhof in November 2012?  
Why did the management have to report on the "future economic, especially finan-
cial situation" of the Burgtheater in February 2013?  
Why did the word "future" have to be used in this report?  
What was to be achieved with the production monitoring—apparently introduced 
only in October 2013?  
Why was the power of attorney granted to the former commercial director silvia 
stantejsky, who was dismissed eight weeks later, at the end of October 2013?  
"We will lack the answers to all these questions as long as we do not have access to 
the minutes of the supervisory board meetings", regrets Zinggl. "i therefore once 
again urgently appeal to the Minister of Culture to finally make these documents 
available to Parliament and the public.


