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ABSTRACT
This paper’s outcome of interest is an issue and policy alternative being placed on 
the legislative agenda; that is, the administration receives a legislative mandate with 
preliminary ideas for a subsequent draft law. While it is known that in Western European 
democracies, various political actors play together in the decision-making process 
preceding the drafting process (i.e., legislative agenda setting), it remains unclear what 
this interplay looks like. Empirically, the paper compares agenda-setting processes in 
Swiss politics by means of fuzzy-set qualitative comparative analysis. The main finding 
is that the administration and parliamentary committees negotiate regarding which 
issues shall be placed on the legislative agenda and which policy alternatives shall be 
considered for a future draft. This paper’s conclusion is that the government and its 
administration is far from being a gatekeeper for legislative projects and is particularly 
challenged by parliamentary committees.

RÉSUMÉ
Cet article de recherche s’intéresse à la mise à l’agenda législatif d’un problème et 
d’une alternative politique, c’est-à-dire lorsque l’administration reçoit un mandat 
législatif avec des idées préliminaires pour un futur projet de loi. Bien que nous 
sachions que dans les démocraties d’Europe occidentale, divers acteurs politiques 
interviennent et collaborent dans le processus de prise de décision qui précède 
l’élaboration des lois (c’est-à-dire la fixation de l’agenda législatif), la nature exacte 
de cette interaction demeure peu claire. Sur le plan empirique, j’analyse les processus 
de définition de l’agenda politique en Suisse en utilisant une Analyse Comparative 
Qualitative Fuzzy-set (fsQCA). Ma principale conclusion est que l’administration et les 
comités parlementaires négocient les problèmes à inscrire à l’ordre du jour législatif 
ainsi que les solutions politiques à envisager pour les futurs projets de loi. De ce fait, 
je conclus que le gouvernement et son administration sont loin d’être les gardiens 
exclusifs des projets de loi, et qu’ils sont particulièrement mis à l’épreuve par les 
comités parlementaires.
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1 INTRODUCTION
The traditional view is that the government and its administration play a dominant role in 
the law-making process and usually get what they want (Bräuninger & Debus, 2009; Rasch & 
Tsebelis, 2011). However, the recent literature challenges this assumption regarding Western 
European democracies and suggests that we should take a more nuanced look at the genesis 
of laws (König et al., 2023; Seeberg, 2022). In the law-making process, legislative projects are 
constantly amended. First, parliament often amends the laws the government proposes—
even in parliamentary democracies (Gava et al., 2021; König et al., 2023). Second, the drafting 
process before the government submits a draft to parliament consists of complex negotiation 
processes between various political actors—among other things, between coalition parties 
in coalition governments (Lysek & Zbíral, 2022; Zbíral et al., 2023). Third, governments and 
their administrations are challenged from various sides in the decision-making process that 
precedes the drafting process, that is, in legislative agenda setting (Seeberg, 2022).

Compared to the drafting process and the parliamentary phase of a legislative project, 
much less is known about legislative agenda setting. This holds true for Western Europe and 
Switzerland in particular (Schüttemeyer & Siefken, 2008; Vatter, 2020). Recent studies point 
to the obvious: Various political actors attempt to initiate law-making processes (Jaquet et 
al., 2019; Vatter, 2020), and various political actors interact before an issue is transferred 
to the legislative agenda (Green-Pedersen & Walgrave, 2014; Zahariadis, 2016); that is, the 
government issues a formal legislative mandate to its administration to draft a law (Ismayr, 
2008; Müller & Uhlmann, 2013). The puzzle is how political forces combine, of course. 
Accordingly, a theoretical framework and configurational empirical study that take such an 
interplay into account are necessary. Therefore, this paper asks, which political actors and their 
combinations are consistently associated with the legislative agenda in Swiss politics?

In short, this paper’s argument is that the agenda-setting power of the government and 
its administration is severely limited; in particular, they are challenged by parliamentary 
committees. The government/administration and parliamentary committees interact; that is, 
they negotiate whether a drafting process shall start and what policy alternatives shall be 
considered for the drafting process. Empirical evidence that supports the argument stems 
from a fuzzy-set qualitative comparative analysis (fsQCA) consisting of 15 decision-making 
processes in Swiss politics. Thus, this paper contributes to the debate regarding whether and 
how tightly governments are able to control the law-making process in general and legislative 
agenda setting in particular (Saiegh, 2009; Seeberg, 2022), the debate about the ambiguous 
role of parliamentary committees in the law-making process (Aula & Raunio, 2022; Gaines 
et al., 2019; Siefken & Rommetvedt, 2022), and more broadly, the literature on executive-
legislative relations (Calca, 2022; Rasch & Tsebelis, 2011).

The remaining part of this paper is structured as follows. The conceptual and theoretical 
framework is presented in chapter 2. After describing the empirical approach in chapter 3, 
chapter 4 presents the results. Chapter 5 discusses the results and chapter 6 concludes.

ZUSAMMENFASSUNG
Das zu verstehende Phänomen dieser Studie ist die Festlegung der Gesetzgebungsagenda, 
d.h. dass die Verwaltung einen Gesetzgebungsauftrag mit vorläufigen Ideen für 
einen künftigen Gesetzesentwurf erhält. Es ist bekannt, dass in westeuropäischen 
Demokratien verschiedene politische Akteure im Entscheidungsprozess, der dem 
eigentlichen Gesetzgebungsprozess mit der Erstellung von Gesetzesentwürfen 
vorausgeht (d.h. Agenda-Setting), zusammenspielen. Es bleibt aber unklar, wie dieses 
Zusammenspiel aussieht. Empirisch gesehen vergleiche ich Agenda-Setting-Prozesse in 
der Schweizer Politik mittels einer qualitativ vergleichenden Fuzzy-Set-Analyse (fsQCA). 
Das Hauptergebnis ist, dass die Verwaltung und die parlamentarischen Kommissionen 
darüber verhandeln, welche Themen auf die Gesetzgebungsagenda gesetzt werden und 
welche Handlungsalternativen für eine künftige Gesetzesvorlage in Betracht gezogen 
werden sollen. Meine Schlussfolgerung ist, dass die Regierung und ihre Verwaltung weit 
davon entfernt sind, als Torwächter für Gesetzgebungsprojekte zu fungieren, und dass 
sie insbesondere von den parlamentarischen Kommissionen herausgefordert werden.
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2 CONCEPTUAL AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
This chapter introduces the outcome of interest and conceptualizes legislative agenda setting 
in more detail (chapter 2.1), introduces four conditions that might instigate the outcome of 
interest (chapter 2.2), and formulates expectations regarding the interplay of the conditions 
(chapter 2.3).

2.1 OUTCOME OF INTEREST

The basic prerequisite for any legislative project is that political decision makers pay attention to 
an issue. The issues that receive “serious consideration” from political decision makers constitute 
the institutional agenda (Cobb & Elder, 1971, p. 906). An issue can be on the institutional 
agenda for various reasons, such as focusing events, media reports, international actors and 
standards, and interest groups. However, an issue being on the institutional agenda by no 
means implies that a legislative process will follow. The literature therefore commonly uses the 
term legislative agenda for more narrowly defined agendas than the institutional agenda, that 
is, those related to actual legislation (Rasch & Tsebelis, 2011). In this paper, legislative agenda 
refers to those issues on which the administration received a formal legislative mandate.1 Such 
a legislative mandate is the decisive starting point for the subsequent drafting process because 
such a mandate contains aims and policy alternatives for a draft law. This is the case for all 
laws, regardless of who was the decisive actor in legislative agenda setting (Ismayr, 2008; 
Müller & Uhlmann, 2013). Accordingly, this paper’s outcome of interest is an issue and policy 
alternative being put on the legislative agenda (LA).

In abstract terms, agenda setting is commonly understood as the process of transferring an 
issue from one agenda to an even narrower one (Green-Pedersen & Walgrave, 2014; Zahariadis, 
2016). Therefore, in this paper, legislative agenda setting is understood as the process of 
transferring an issue from the institutional to the legislative agenda. To be precise, legislative 
agenda setting is a political decision-making process among political actors that negotiate 
whether and in what form a law should be drafted. Accordingly, in legislative agenda setting, 
issues and policy alternatives are selected and channeled into an institutionalized legislative 
process in which a first draft is produced. This means that the content of a future law is decisively 
foreshadowed in legislative agenda setting.

2.2 INTRODUCING FOUR CONDITIONS

The debated question is which political actors are involved in legislative agenda setting and 
influence the legislative agenda, of course (Green-Pedersen & Walgrave, 2014). For example, 
authors discuss the power of the government (Rasch & Tsebelis, 2011) and parliament—the 
parliamentary committees in particular (Siefken & Rommetvedt, 2022)—in legislative agenda 
setting. The literature has identified the political actors that hold instruments to trigger 
legislative processes in Western European democracies, that is, to move issues lying on the 
institutional agenda closer to the legislative agenda. First, legislative projects can be launched 
within government and administration, and governments can eventually submit drafts to 
the parliament (Ismayr, 2008). Thus, the first condition to be considered for the analysis is 
active government with its administration (GA). Second, Western European parliaments 
have instruments to articulate their concerns for future legislative projects (Brunner, 2013).2 
Therefore, a second condition to be included for the analysis is active parliament (P). Third, in 
some Western European countries, (organized) citizens and subnational entities hold agenda-
setting instruments. For example, initiatives that require a certain number of signatures from 
citizens to be launched in Switzerland, Italy, or Austria (Ismayr, 2008), and subnational entities 
can provide an impetus for legislative projects at the national level in Switzerland (Jaquet et al., 
2019). Accordingly, the third and fourth condition to be considered for the analysis are active 
organized public (OP) and active subnational entities (SE).

1 Usually, the government issues a legislative mandate to the administration. However, the exact procedure 
regarding legislative mandates to the administration differ between some countries (Ismayr, 2008). Also, so-called laws 
under parliament’s lead constitute a small share (about 20 percent) of the laws the Swiss parliament has passed (Vatter, 
2020). Hereby, a parliamentary committee issues a legislative mandate to the administration and leads the subsequent 
drafting process. However, this is an exception from the cross-country perspective (Ismayr, 2008; Lüthi, 2009).

2 Depending on the country, individual parliamentarians, parliamentary groups, and/or parliamentary 
committees can activate parliamentary instruments (Ismayr, 2008; Schüttemeyer & Siefken, 2008).
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2.3 CONFIGURATIONAL EXPECTATIONS

In line with the conceptualization of legislative agenda setting as a political decision-making 
process, an interplay is expected between the conditions named above. Generally, the literature 
assumes that the government/administration initiates a large share of all legislative projects 
(Schüttemeyer & Siefken, 2008). Olson and Norton (1996, p. 7) even formulated a “90 per 
cent rule,” according to which the government initiates 90 percent of the legislative projects. 
However, without doubting that the government/administration is an important player in the 
genesis of legislative projects (Bräuninger & Debus, 2009; Rasch & Tsebelis, 2011), the agenda-
setting literature indicates that assigning a legislative project to one particular initiator is too 
simplistic (Seeberg, 2022). Consequently, it is implausible to claim that most legislative projects 
simply originate “from the government.” Rather, it is to be expected that legislative agenda 
setting consists of a plurality of impulses for legislative projects. For example, it is conceivable 
that the administration carries out preliminary work for a legislative project (e.g., publishes 
reports) and at the same time, parliamentary requests on the same issue are submitted.

Although the literature suggests that political actors interact in legislative agenda setting, 
it remains unclear which political actors’ activities and their interactions are consistently 
associated with the legislative agenda across cases. Most notably, the analysis below tests 
different expectations regarding the activities of parliament vis-à-vis the activities of the 
government with its administration. It is known that parliamentarians can influence policy 
making in any stages of policy making and that the government/administration and the 
parliamentarians may interact in any stages of policy making (Siefken & Rommetvedt, 2022). 
However, it is ambivalent whether the activities of parliament—and their interaction with the 
activities of government with its administration—are consistently associated with the legislative 
agenda across cases. On the one hand, the thesis of reparliamentarization claims that Western 
European parliaments have increased their power vis-à-vis the government in the past few 
years and decades (Goetz & Meyer-Sahling, 2008), and that parliamentary committees are 
powerful institutions with a lot of creativity and knowledge (Lüthi, 2009). Accordingly, one 
would expect that parliaments (parliamentary committees in particular) have increased their 
agenda-setting activity and are able to promote their input for legislative projects vis-à-vis the 
government/administration—at least in working parliaments. On the other hand, the thesis of 
deparlamentarization postulates that governments and their administrations enjoy increased 
power vis-à-vis parliament because of the increased complexity of social problems and a strong 
internationalization of legislation (Goetz & Meyer-Sahling, 2008). Accordingly, one would expect 
that the activities of the parliament are not consistently associated with the legislative agenda.

3 EMPIRICAL APPROACH
This chapter elaborates the empirical approach: the chosen method (chapter 3.1), case 
selection (chapter 3.2), data (chapter 3.3), and calibration, that is, the formalization of the data 
(chapter 3.4).

3.1 FUZZY-SET QUALITATIVE COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS

In line with the research question and conceptual/theoretical framework, which assume a 
potential interplay of various political actor’s activities, qualitative comparative analysis (QCA) 
was applied. This approach is based on the logic of set theory, meaning cases are treated 
as members/nonmembers in sets (conditions and outcome), and the approach allows 
for identification of necessary and sufficient conditions for a certain outcome (Schneider & 
Wagemann, 2012). At its core, QCA assumes causal complexity. Most notably, the approach 
suggests equifinality and conjunctural causation; that is, combinations of conditions 
(configurations) can lead to an outcome and different configurations can lead to the same 
outcome. The main idea of QCA is to systematically compare seemingly diverse cases to find 
concise cross-case patterns. More concretely, one follows a systematic minimization procedure 
to “filter” redundant conditions, that is, to depict conditions that are consistently associated 
with the outcome of interest across cases.

To be precise, the fuzzy-version of QCA—fsQCA—was applied, because the concepts allow for 
differences in kind and degree (Schneider & Wagemann, 2012). For example, it is not a binary 
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question whether parliament is involved in legislative agenda setting; rather, parliament has 
various instruments that vary in terms of influence and difficulty of activation (Brüschweiler & 
Vatter, 2018).

3.2 CASE SELECTION

A case was defined as the agenda-setting process of a legislative project. Therefore, a case 
ends with a legislative mandate for a draft law. To prevent “infinite regress back in time” 
(Princen, 2007, p. 23), at most, the first five years preceding a legislative mandate were 
considered. For the case selection, the political context was kept constant to ensure that the 
cases share enough background characteristics to be comparable (Berg-Schlosser & De Meur, 
2009). Therefore, only agenda-setting processes in Swiss politics at the federal level were 
considered. Switzerland is an interesting laboratory for insights beyond Swiss politics because 
from a Western European cross-country perspective, many political actors hold institutionalized 
agenda-setting instruments and the parliament is considered an intermediary case in terms 
of its power vis-à-vis the government (Vatter, 2020). In addition, only legislative projects that 
were discussed in parliament between 2011 and 2021 were considered for case selection. This 
time period was chosen for practical reasons, that is, to ensure that enough high-quality data 
could be collected for all cases (see chapter 3.3 for more information about data).

Within these boundaries, in line with QCA as a diversity-oriented approach in which “a maximum 
of heterogeneity over a minimum number of cases” is recommended (Berg-Schlosser & De 
Meur, 2009, p. 21), cases were selected to cover various configurations (i.e., combinations of 
political actors’ activities). Which political actors are actively involved in a decision-making 
process depends heavily on the type of decision-making process: Europeanized, national, or 
federalist (Sciarini et al., 2015). Accordingly, three different policy fields were selected to cover 
the different types of decision-making processes: financial market (mainly Europeanized), 
migration (mainly national), and spatial planning (mainly federalist).3 In addition, when 
selecting the cases, it was ensured that multiple agenda-setting instruments (such as cantonal, 
popular, and parliamentary initiatives) were deployed.

Eventually, the sample consisted of 15 cases. This number of cases is large enough to conduct 
a QCA, thus, to find cross-case patterns. At the same time, this number of cases allows to gain 
within-case knowledge. For the selection of cases with a negative outcome (i.e., an issue is not 
on the legislative agenda), the “possibility principle” was taken into account: The outcome must 
be expected due to at least one condition; that is, at least one political actor must be actively 
involved in the process of legislative agenda setting (Mahoney & Goertz, 2004, p. 657). Since 
discussions and consultations within the government and the administration are confidential, 
cases in which a parliamentary instrument, a popular initiative, or a cantonal initiative was 
launched were considered as potential negative cases. See Table A1 in additional file 1 for an 
overview of the selected cases.

3.3 DATA

Comprehensive and qualitative data were collected to acquire detailed case knowledge and 
substantively interpret QCA solutions. For one thing, about 30 semi-structured expert interviews 
were conducted and transcribed (see Table A2 in additional file 1 for an overview). Experts are 
people who were directly involved in the agenda-setting process or at least closely observed 
the events. For example, interviews with politicians, employees of the federal administration, 
parliamentary services (administration of parliament), and cantons were conducted. The 
interviews were conducted to obtain insider information on the decision-making processes in 
legislative agenda setting that may not be included in other data sources such as documents. 
For another, the database of the parliamentary services (“Curia Vista”), official documents 
of the authorities (such as reports of the federal administration, the explanatory report for 
the consultation, and the report of the consultation results), transcripts of the parliamentary 
committees’ meetings, parliamentary debates, media releases, media articles, and secondary 
literature were relied on. The data were triangulated; that is, data pieces were compared to 
validate the information.

3 Note that this does not mean, for example, that the policy field of migration is shaped only by national 
decision-making processes and is not also shaped internationally. Hardly any public policy remains unaffected by 
international developments (Linder, 2014).
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3.4 CALIBRATION

Finally, six-value fuzzy scales were used to calibrate the data, that is, to transform the data to 
membership scores between 0 and 1. Regarding the outcome (legislative agenda), the following 
were the qualitative anchor points. A score of 1 means that an issue is on the legislative agenda 
and that the legislative mandate includes very precise instructions on how to formulate a 
future draft. A score of 0.5 indicates that it is unclear whether an issue is on the legislative 
agenda. A score of 0 means that an issue is far from the legislative agenda (i.e., agenda-setting 
instruments such as parliamentary requests did not find majorities and fizzled out). Between 
0.5 and 1, the level of detail of the legislative mandate for the subsequent drafting process was 
specified. For example, a fuzzy score of 0.6 means that a legislative mandate exists but does 
not specify any details for the drafting process. Between 0 and 0.5, it was graded how close 
an issue came to the legislative agenda. As an example of the calibration of the outcome, a 
score of 1 was assigned to case 13 (08.314) because the legislative mandate contained precise 
suggestions on how to formulate a future draft.

The conditions were calibrated as follows. A score of 1 means that a political actor was 
very actively involved in legislative agenda setting. A score of 0.5 implies that it is unclear 
whether a political actor was active. A score of 0 means that a political actor was not 
actively involved in legislative agenda setting at all. Between these three qualitative anchor 
points, it was differentiated how active the political actors were. For example, regarding the 
condition “active parliament,” a fuzzy score of 1 means that the Swiss parliament’s strongest 
instrument (parliamentary initiative) was submitted and that the initiative found a majority 
in the corresponding parliamentary committee. A fuzzy score of 0.8 was assigned when the 
parliament used less powerful instruments (e.g., motion) and formed a majority. A fuzzy score 
of 0.4 means that parliamentary requests and initiatives were submitted to parliament, but 
the parliament did not discuss them or did not form a majority in favor of the concern. As an 
example of the calibration of the condition “active parliament,” a score of 0.8 was assigned to 
case 6 (14.063) because a parliamentary committee mandated the administration to write a 
report on fundamental problems in the policy field of asylum and to propose policy alternatives. 
For the sake of transparency, Table 1 provides all fuzzy scores. To minimize the data matrix 
containing the calibrated data, the QCA and SetMethods packages in R were used. The final 
step in a QCA is to interpret the QCA solution with theoretical and in-depth case knowledge 
(also called dialogue with the cases).

Table 1 Fuzzy Scores.
CASES CONDITIONS OUTCOME

GA P SE OP LA

1 15.073 1 0.4 0 0 0.6

2 14.061 1 0 0 0 0.6

3 15.048 1 0.4 0 0 0.6

4 19.4077 0.2 0.8 0 0 0.2

5 09.3147 0.2 0.8 0 0 0.2

6 14.063 0.8 0.8 0 0 0.6

7 16.403 0.8 1 0 0 1

8 16.027 0.2 0.2 0 1 0.8

9 13.086 0.2 0.2 0 0.6 0

10 08.329 0.6 0.2 0.6 0 0

11 10.019 1 0.4 0.2 0.8 0.6

12 14.023 0.2 0.6 0 1 0.8

13 08.314 1 1 0.6 0 1

14 17.3358 0.2 0.4 0.8 0 0.2

15 16.315 0 0.2 0.6 0 0
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4 FINDINGS
The paper proceeds as follows for the presentation of the findings. The first steps of the analysis 
refer to the formal analysis of Table 1 (chapter 4.1). This is followed by a dialogue with the 
cases, that is, a case-based interpretation of the formal analysis (chapter 4.2).

4.1 FORMAL ANALYSIS

The first step in a QCA is to test whether one of the conditions is necessary for the occurrence 
of the outcome, that is, whether the occurrence of the outcome is not possible without 
the presence of a certain condition. Considering the standard consistency threshold of 0.9 
(Schneider & Wagemann, 2012), no necessary condition was found (see Table A3 in additional 
file 1). The condition “active government with its administration” (GA) comes closest 
to the consistency threshold, with a consistency of 0.806. Based on the insights from the 
reviewed literature and the theoretical framework, this finding can be interpreted as follows: 
Government/administration certainly play a role in legislative agenda setting, but they are not 
almighty and not the only players in legislative agenda setting.

The second step is truth table analysis. We are now concerned with sufficient configurations, 
that is, combinations of conditions that are always present when the outcome occurs. As 
recommended (Schneider & Wagemann, 2012), large gaps between truth table rows in terms 
of consistency and PRI were considered for the decision regarding the consistency threshold, 
and therefore chose a consistency threshold of 0.8 was chosen. The truth table (see Table 
A4 in additional file 1) shows that empirical cases cover 9 of the 16 possible configurations, 
which is remarkable. The truth table can be interpreted as follows: The government, with 
its administration, is severely constrained in legislative agenda setting. First, all consistent 
configurations involve multiple active political actors. Second, the consistent configurations 
show that whenever the government, with its administration, is active, other political actors 
are, too. Third, one consistent configuration shows that it is possible that the government with 
its administration is not active but other political actors are.

Step three is the systematic minimization of the truth table, which results in a solution formula 
(see Table 2). As Schneider and Wagemann (2012) suggested, the intermediate solution was 
chosen for the interpretation. The corresponding solution has a remarkable consistency, 0.867, 
and a high coverage, 0.722, so the statement that the solution is sufficient is true to a very large 
degree, and the solution explains most of the cases. To be precise, the solution formula contains 
three paths. Path 1 consists of the combination of “active government with its administration” 
and “active parliament” (GA*P). Paths 2 and 3 comprise “active organized public” in combination 
with “active government with its administration” (GA*OP) or in combination with “active 
parliament” (P*OP), respectively (see additional file 1 for some comments on the robustness of 
the fsQCA solution).

4.2 DIALOGUE WITH THE CASES

The final step is a dialogue with the cases, which means that the solution formula is interpreted 
using case knowledge. Paths 2 and 3 are straightforward: The organized public, in the analyzed 
cases interest groups, launched popular initiatives in response to the government’s and 
parliamentary majority’s intentions. The government and/or parliament, in turn, tried to fend 
off these initiatives with counterproposals. For example, a person from the administration said 
in an interview about case 14.023, “That [the popular initiative] was not what we wanted.”

PATHS CONSISTENCY PRI RAW COVERAGE UNIQUE 
COVERAGE

CASES

1 GA*P 0.885 0.769 0.639 0.528 14.063, 
16.403; 08.314

2 GA*OP 0.714 0.333 0.139 0.028 10.019

3 P*OP 0.857 0.667 0.167 0.056 14.023

Solution 
Consistency: 0.867

Solution 
PRI: 0.765

Solution 
Coverage: 0.722

Table 2 fsQCA Results – 
Intermediate Solution.
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Path 1, consisting of “active government with its administration” and “active parliament,” not 
only has much higher coverage scores but is also much more interesting from an analytical 
point of view. The interpretation and discussion will therefore focus on path 1. The dialogue 
with the cases suggests that path 1 is a robust finding and further reveals the following. In all 
empirical cases path 1 covers, “parliament” more precisely means “parliamentary committee.” 
The cases are characterized by the fact that government, with its administration, and a 
parliamentary committee want to put an issue on the legislative agenda, but the parliamentary 
committee articulates and prefers policy alternatives different from those of the government 
and its administration. In other words, various ideas are present regarding the direction of 
a future draft. Therefore, the parliamentary committees successfully impose their preferred 
policy alternatives on the government with its administration, so the parliamentary committees 
decisively shape the legislative agenda in an interaction with the government/administration. 
For example, in case 14.063, the government/administration submitted a relatively minor 
revision of the asylum act to parliament. Their aim was to accelerate asylum procedures. 
However, the parliamentary committee criticized that this goal can hardly be achieved with 
the proposed revision and mandated the administration to write a more detailed report about 
asylum procedures with new policy alternatives. A person from the administration said in an 
interview, “The parliamentary committee told us to start from scratch again.”

Parliamentarians/parliamentary committees have several possibilities to participate in 
legislative agenda setting. First, in Swiss politics, so called legislative projects under a 
parliamentary committee’s lead exist. This means that a parliamentary committee can form 
a majority for a cantonal initiative (case 08.314) or parliamentary initiative (case 16.403) and 
initiate a legislative process against the will of the government/administration. For example, a 
person from the administration said in an interview about case 08.314, “We promoted different 
policy alternatives and recommended to vote against the cantonal initiative.” Second, case 
14.063 shows that parliamentary committees may also use the deliberations of government 
bills for legislative agenda setting. Third, it is (theoretically) possible that parliamentarians/
parliamentary committees launch motions that the administration has to implement or 
engage in informal exchanges with the administration.

5 DISCUSSION
Generally speaking, the findings show that a plurality of impulses for a legislative project 
exists even before the drafting process starts. Long political decision-making processes among 
political actors precede legislative mandates to draft laws. In other words, without a prior 
decision-making process, no drafting process can occur. Accordingly, the prevailing notion in 
the literature that a particular political actor initiates a certain legislative project falls short 
(Brüschweiler & Vatter, 2018; Jaquet et al., 2019). Most remarkably, legislative projects do not 
originate from the government/administration or the parliament, but the combination of their 
activities is consistently associated with the legislative agenda.

On the one hand, based on the findings, government/administration’s legislative power in 
general and in legislative agenda setting in particular is much smaller than previously assumed 
(Fischer & Sciarini, 2019; Rasch & Tsebelis, 2011). First, contrary to a common assumption in the 
literature (Jaquet et al., 2019), government/administration never initiates legislative projects 
on its own. Second, the dialogue with the cases shows that not only does an interplay exist 
between government/administration and other political actors in legislative agenda setting 
but that political actors other than government/administration decisively shape the content 
of legislative mandates. Third, the findings suggest that the existing literature’s claim that 
government/administration is an important agenda setter regarding complex and large-
scale legislative projects needs to be relativized (Jaquet et al., 2019). Case 14.063 shows that 
government/administration is constrained in legislative agenda setting, even in the case of 
major policy change. Fourth, one premise of the agenda-setting literature is that legislative 
projects are decisively foreshadowed in the initiation stage (Green-Pedersen & Walgrave, 
2014). Therefore, one can conclude that limited power in legislative agenda setting means 
limited legislative power in general.

Even though the power of the government/administration is severely limited in legislative 
agenda setting, the findings confirm the insights in the existing literature that the 
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administration can be an impactful player in the legislative process and that the administration 
has considerable power vis-à-vis the government (Bach & Wegrich, 2019). Although the 
fsQCA included the condition “government with its administration,” the dialogue with the 
cases allowed for a differentiation between government and administration. Therefore, it 
became evident that the administration plays a more important role than the government in 
shaping the legislative agenda, possibly due to the administration’s extensive resources. For 
example, case 14.063 shows that the administration provided policy alternatives and carried 
out preliminary work regarding an amendment of the Asylum Act and a restructuring of the 
policy field of asylum. The government did not play a decisive role until the very end of the 
process of legislative agenda setting: Based on the impetus of the parliamentary committee 
and the report of the administration, the government issued a legislative mandate to the 
administration to prepare a draft.

On the other hand, the findings bring more clarity to parliamentary committees’ role in the 
legislative process, which remains unclear. The literature disagrees on whether and when 
parliamentary committees are important (Aula & Raunio, 2022; Gaines et al., 2019; Siefken & 
Rommetvedt, 2022). The results show that parliamentary committees are indeed important 
actors in legislative agenda setting. At least in policy fields that are not strongly affected by 
the international level, parliamentary committees play an important role because of their 
considerable expertise in a certain policy field. Parliamentary committees develop novel ideas 
for future legislative projects and policy alternatives, which they successfully promote vis-à-
vis government/administration. Moreover, case 16.403 shows that parliamentary committees 
can play a dominant role in legislative agenda setting even without using formally powerful 
agenda-setting instruments such as parliamentary initiatives.

Related to the discussion about the power of governments/administrations and parliamentary 
committees (in legislative agenda setting), the findings complement the literature on executive-
legislative relations. First, the literature acknowledges the obvious: In Western European 
democracies, laws are created through an interplay between government/administration and 
parliament (Gava et al., 2021; Müller & Uhlmann, 2013). In addition, the findings show that 
this interplay starts earlier with some legislative projects (no strong international component; 
see next paragraph) than sometimes assumed in literature, that is, even before the drafting 
process starts.

Second, the findings allow for a more differentiated view on the theses of reparliamentarization 
and deparliamentarization and suggest that they are not mutually exclusive. It is striking that 
the QCA solution only covers cases corresponding to national and federalist types of decision-
making processes (i.e., cases in the policy field of migration and spatial planning). This means 
that there may indeed be a reparliamentarization (Brüschweiler & Vatter, 2018) but only in 
policy fields that are not characterized by the type of international decision-making process. 
Conversely, parliament plays less of a role in international decision-making processes, which 
suggests that the thesis of deparliamentarization may hold for policy fields that are marked 
by the international decision-making process (Fischer & Sciarini, 2013). The cases that are 
characterized by international decision making (i.e., cases in the policy field of financial market) 
and that are part of the outcome but not part of the QCA solution involve international pressure 
and decision-making processes between the administration and the financial industry. To be 
sure, these cases suggest that the thesis of deparliamentarization may be true to some extent 
and that parliamentary committees do not always play a major role in legislative agenda 
setting. Nevertheless, these cases are consistent with this paper’s argument that government/
administration are severely constrained in legislative agenda setting.

6 CONCLUSION
The starting point of this paper was the observation that much less is known about legislative 
agenda setting—decision-making processes culminating in a formal legislative mandate to draft 
a law—in Swiss politics (and beyond) than about the drafting process and the parliamentary 
phase of a legislative project (Jaquet et al., 2019; Vatter, 2020). As the interplay between 
political actors in legislative agenda setting has remained unclear, this paper investigated 
the question of which political actors and their combinations are consistently associated with 
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the legislative agenda in Swiss politics. To answer this question, fsQCA including 15 cases 
was applied. The analysis shows that legislative agenda setting is driven by several political 
actors and that, in particular, the interplay between the administration and parliamentary 
committees is consistently associated with the legislative agenda.

Nevertheless, this paper has its limitations. First, the empirical analysis is focused on 
Switzerland. Thus, future research could investigate legislative agenda setting in other 
Western European democracies than Switzerland and take an empirical cross-country 
perspective. Second, the conditions of the fsQCA only include political actors who hold 
formalized agenda-setting instruments. The role of actors such as interest groups and 
international actors still needs to be examined in more detail. Future research could therefore 
conduct QCA with further/different cases and further/different conditions. Third, this paper 
has not fully clarified the dynamics between different political actors in legislative agenda 
setting. Case studies using process tracing could therefore be applied in future research.

ADDITIONAL FILE
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