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• Main functions of Legislatures: 


• Control of the executive


• Policy-making 


• Legislative Organisation:


• Committee System


• Bicameralism

The Plan for Today
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Legislature: general term for any body that makes laws

Terminology

Parliament: national legislature in a 
parliamentary system: makes laws, selects 

the executive and holds it accountable.

Chamber of House: division or section of a legislature. 
Usually ‘Upper’ (less powerful) and ‘Lower’ (more powerful).

Congress: national legislature in a 
presidential system: makes laws, 
independently of the executive.
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Functions of Legislatures

• Oversight and control: legislatures as a principal of the executive.


• Policy-making: legislatures as an agent of the voters (in theory).

• Linkage: Legislators represent the interests, opinions, and needs of their 
constituents (the people who elect them).


• Debate: formal forum for discussions, deliberation, shaping public opinion. 

Main functions:

Additional functions:
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Principal-Agent Models
• Delegation is widespread in politics:


• It involves a ‘principal’ assigning a task to ‘agent’


• Voters delegate to elected officials


• Elected officials delegate tasks to bureaucrats 


• Risk of delegation: deviation of the agent's actions from the 
principal's interest (agency cost). 
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Principal-Agent Models
• Risk of delegation: 


1. Adverse Selection: the agent may hide their ‘true’ preferences from the principal. 
 
Key problem for Congresses: no mechanism to remove the President or other 
members of the executive.


2. Moral Hazard: the principal does not have complete information about the 
agent’s actions. 
 
Key problem for Parliaments: once installed, the executive gains levers (e.g. 
dissolution powers) to deviate from legislators’ wishes.
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Principal-Agent Models
• Institutional solutions: accountability mechanisms. 


• “An agent is accountable to his principal if (1) he is obliged to act on 
her behalf, and (2) she is empowered to reward or punish him for his 
performance in this capacity.” (Strøm, 2006) 


• Ex-ante accountability: ‘screening’ before delegation. 


• Ex-post accountability: ‘control’ after delegation. 
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Accountability
• Ex Ante Accountability: mechanisms to 

select agents that align with the 
principal’s preferences. 

• Political parties fulfil this role at different 
levels of the chain of delegation.


• Key to political parties’ roles in ensuring 
ex ante accountability in a parliament: 
confidence relationship to the executive.

• Strøm, Kaare. "Parliamentary democracy and delegation." Delegation and 
accountability in parliamentary democracies 42 (2003): 55-103.
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Accountability

• Ex Post Accountability: legislative oversight through 
monitoring of executive agencies policy decisions:


• Question time


• Special inquiries


• Investigative committees
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Accountability
• Ex-ante accountability - the confidence vote - defines parliamentary systems.


• But ex-post accountability mechanisms are stronger in presidential systems. 

• Cheibub, José Antonio, Zachary Elkins, and Tom Ginsburg. "Beyond presidentialism 
and parliamentarism." British Journal of Political Science 44.3 (2014): 515-544.
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Accountability
• Why do parliaments (i.e. 

legislatures in parliamentary 
systems) retain oversight powers 
over an executive they can 
appoint and remove?


• Enforcing intra-party bargains in 
multi-party governments (Martin 
and Vanberg, 2011).
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Policy-Making
• Legislatures and executives have veto power over legislation. But there is significant 

variation in agenda-setting power.


• Agenda-setting power: control over which proposals are considered and which do 
not (Cox and McCubbins, 2005). Significant ‘proposer advantage’ over final outcome. 


• Parliamentary systems: executive has agenda power, proposes bills, parliaments 
can accept or reject, limited amendment powers. 


• Presidential systems: Congresses initiate bills, Presidents can veto 
‘transformational’ legislatures. 

•

→

• Cox, G. W., & McCubbins, M. D. (2005). Setting the agenda: Responsible party 
government in the US House of Representatives. Cambridge University Press.
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Policy-Making
• Executive’s proposer advantage under parliamentarism. 

•
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Policy-Making
• Consequences for party cohesion: 


• In parliamentary systems, the executive almost always proposes policies it knows 
the legislature will approve  high party cohesion, government-vs-opposition 
patterns of legislative votes. 


• Legislators effectively act as party agents.


• In presidential systems, it is harder for any single actor to restrict the set of policies 
that are voted on. Legislative coalitions have to be built issue-by-issue  lower party 
cohesion, stronger role of individual legislator’s preferences. 


• Legislators can be agents of many principals: voters, party, President. 

→

→
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Policy-Making

• Hix, S., & Noury, A. (2016). Government-opposition or left-right? The institutional 
determinants of voting in legislatures. Political Science Research and Methods, 4(2), 249-273.
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Policy-Making

• Hix, S., & Noury, A. (2016). Government-opposition or left-right? The institutional determinants 
of voting in legislatures. Political Science Research and Methods, 4(2), 249-273.
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Legislative Organisation

“Congress in session is Congress on public exhibition, whilst Congress  
in its Committee rooms is Congress at work” (Woodrow Wilson)
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Committees
• Committees are sub-groups of legislators that examine bills, conduct hearings, 

and prepare recommendations for plenary vote. They are divided by policy area.


• Why committees? Foundational theory from Congress literature:  

• Informational theory: legislator specialisation to cope with complexity. 


• Distributional theory: provide members with the opportunity to cater to their 
voters, engaging in logrolling on other issue areas. 


• Partisan theory: committees help governing parties control members, with 
committee assignment reflecting deals aiming to help pass the party’s agenda.

• Gilligan, Thomas W., and Keith Krehbiel. 1990. “Organization of Informative Committees by a Rational Legislature.” APSR. 
Shepsle, Kenneth A., and Barry R. Weingast. 1982. “Institutionalizing Majority Rule: A Social Choice Theory with Policy 
Implications.”, AER. Cox, Gary W., and Mathew D. McCubbins. 1993. Legislative Leviathan: Party Government in the House.
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Committees

• André, Audrey, Sam Depauw, and Shane Martin. "“Trust is good, control is better” multiparty 
government and legislative organization." Political Research Quarterly 69.1 (2016): 108-120.
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Committees

• Zubek, R. (2015). Coalition government and committee power. West European Politics, 38(5), 1020-1041.
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Bicameralism
• Dual origin of upper houses:

Aristocratic Federal
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• Varieties of bicameralism:


• Symmetrical vs. Asymmetrical: 
Equal vs. unequal powers.


• Congruent vs. Incongruent: same vs 
different constituencies represented.

Bicameralism

Congruent

Asymmetric

Symmetric

Incongruent

Italy 
 medium 
influence

USA,  
Germany 

strong influence

Ireland 
least influence

France 
low influence
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• Two ways to spin the consequences of strong upper houses:


• Policy stability or conservative bias.


• A check on the ‘tyranny of the majority’ or ‘tyranny of the 
minority’ (especially in highly malapportioned upper houses)


• Less partisan, expertise-focussed deliberation or duplication, inefficiency.

Bicameralism
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Bicameralism

• Policy stability: 


• Absolute change in year-to-
year spending is lower in 
bicameral legislatures.

• Ezrow, Lawrence, Michele Fenzl, and Timothy Hellwig. "Bicameralism and 
policy responsiveness to public opinion." American Journal of Political 
Science 68.3 (2024): 1089-1105.
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• When partisan composition of Upper and Lower House becomes more similar, 
government spending increases (but only with symmetric bicameralism). 

Bicameralism

• Kim, W., Hicken, A., & Kollman, K. (2025). Party System Congruence and 
Bicameralism. Comparative Political Studies, 58(12), 2621-2653.
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Summing up…
• In parliamentary systems, legislatures exercise ex-ante control of the executive via 

the confidence vote. But delegate much oversight and policy-making power. (This 
is less true in multi-party democracies.) 


• In presidential systems, legislatures develop stronger ex-post oversight powers, 
and can act as agenda setters in policy-making (‘transformational’ legislatures). 


• Legislative organisation in committees serves informational, distributive and 
partisan purposes. Committee power is a useful proxy of legislative strength.


• Symmetric bicameralism increases the number of veto players, which is especially 
consequential when Upper and Lower House compositions are incongruent.
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Thank you very much for 
your kind attention!


