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Parliamentary speech is a prominent avenue that political elites can use in parliament to communicate with the electorate.
However, we have little understanding of how exactly Members of Parliament craft their speeches to communicate with
the districts they represent. We expect that Members of Parliament adapt the comprehensibility of their speeches to
their constituents’ linguistic skills since doing so facilitates effective communication. Using parliamentary speeches from
the German Bundestag, we reveal that Members of Parliament tend to make their speeches less complicated when their
constituents are relatively poor, less educated, and come from an immigration background. Our findings have important
implications for the study of political representation and communication strategies.
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Introduction

Making speeches is one of the major activities in which
Members of Parliament (MPs) engage in parliament.
Through participating in a floor debate, MPs can communi-
cate with their target audiences, particularly the electorate. In
essence, parliamentary speeches create a public forum where
MPs can speak on issues of their choice and, most impor-
tantly, sustain the representative-constituency linkage by tak-
ing positions, claiming credits, and advertising their own
brands (Martin and Vanberg, 2008; Mayhew, 1974; Proksch
and Slapin, 2014). Motivated by this electoral connection
and its core role in political representation, scholars fre-
quently investigate patterns of MPs’ speech-making behav-
ior by assessing a wide range of variables, including whether
an MP takes the floor, speech length, number of speeches
one makes in a legislative term, type of issues a speech
addresses, and whether MPs deviate from the party line in
their speeches (Aleman et al., 2017; Béck and Debus, 2016;
Bick et al., 2014; Giannetti and Pedrazzani, 2016; Maltzman
and Sigelman 1996; Proksch and Slapin 2012; Quinn et al.,
2010). One prominent result of this literature suggests that
MPs strategically respond to electoral considerations by
adjusting the way they engage in parliamentary debate.
Naturally, MPs would want to participate in plenary
speeches when they know their supporters might be watch-
ing. Yet, parliamentary speeches may carry technical terms

and complicated expressions associated with policy and
representation outcomes. Since average citizens may find
understanding these messages difficult, merely taking part
in a floor debate or making speeches frequently do not
guarantee the delivery of the core message an MP attempts
to convey. Parliamentary speeches could become nothing
but cheap talk if the target audience does not receive
designed signals (e.g. policy information) from MPs. As a
result, one of the fundamental concerns for MPs is how
they can effectively communicate with their audience.
After all, ensuring that citizens understand the core values
political elites stand for is a critical aspect of political com-
munication (Page, 1976) and also a key caveat to the func-
tion of a representative democracy (Powell, 2000).
However, this aspect — effective communication — has sur-
prisingly been understudied in the literature even though
answering the question as to how and under what condi-
tions MPs facilitate effective communication is vital in
understanding political representation and communication.
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In this article, we answer this question by examining the
relationship between constituency characteristics and the
comprehensibility of parliamentary speeches. Building on
Spirling (2016), we consider parliamentary speeches a tool
for reputation building and highlight simple expression as
an effective way to communicate. We focus on the repre-
sentative-constituency linkage and investigate under what
conditions MPs reduce the linguistic complexity of their
parliamentary speeches to facilitate effective communica-
tion with their constituents. Our core theoretical conjecture
suggests that MPs have an incentive to craft simple state-
ments when their constituents are not linguistically sophis-
ticated enough to comprehend their parliamentary speeches.
Less complicated speeches help these voters to understand
better whether an MP is acting in their interests and pre-
sumably tighten the representative-constituency linkage.

We examine our hypothesis with a unique data set con-
sisting of about 79,000 parliamentary speeches made in
the German Bundestag between 2002 and 2009. With the
speech data and socio-economic information at the con-
stituency-level as a proxy for the average level of linguis-
tic skills in the district, our empirical results reveal robust
evidence that German MPs indeed customize their speech
complexities in response to the need of their respective
constituency: MPs tend to make more accessible (i.e. lin-
guistically less complicated) speeches when their dis-
tricts are relatively poor and less educated and when the
districts have more citizens with a migration background.
In what follows, we first illustrate our theoretical ration-
ale and then move to our research design and results. We
conclude this paper by discussing our contribution to the
literature as well as potential implications for future
research.

Theory and hypothesis

Much like governing behavior (Cox and McCubbins, 1993)
and campaign manifestos (Budge et al., 2001), parliamen-
tary speeches provide the electorate with a useful source of
information from which citizens may learn about the ‘brand’
of politicians and political parties. For instance, party lead-
ers and MPs can craft specific speeches to explain their
policy intentions or to clarify their ideological profiles to
voters (Martin and Vanberg, 2008; Proksch and Slapin,
2012). Importantly, MPs would not waste the chance of con-
vincing their target audiences when they take the stage.
Since the connection between MPs and constituents can
only be established or strengthened when voters fully under-
stand the intention of MPs, these MPs have a natural incen-
tive to make sure their messages are delivered clearly to
their audience. As a result, different from the current focus
of the literature, which largely concentrates on other things
such as the frequency of speeches and expressed ideological
positions, we argue that making informative and accessible
speeches that can help voters learn a political elite’s profile

plays a critical role in the representative-constituency com-
munication process.

How should MPs enhance the accessibility of their par-
liamentary speeches? Two recent studies have provided a
potential answer: by making their speeches less compli-
cated. In his recent work, Spirling (2016) examines the leg-
islative consequences of the Second Reform Act, which
doubled the size of the British electorate in 1868. He finds
that the reform altered British MPs’ speech-making behav-
ior, particularly the behavior of cabinet members, by reduc-
ing the linguistic complexity of their speeches. According
to Spirling, the voting reform introduced a significant num-
ber of new voters who were generally less educated and
lacked linguistic skills. To appeal to these voters, party
leaders were incentivized to use simple linguistic expres-
sions since they could help voters better understand what
the party had been doing. In line with Spirling’s argument,
Bischof and Senninger (2018) reveal robust evidence that
voters are more capable of locating political parties on the
left-right ideological spectrum when a party’s campaign
manifesto is simpler and more accessible. In other words,
simple statements enhance voters’ understanding of what
political elites stand for.

Since in most advanced democracies education is no
longer a luxury and the literacy rate is high on average, one
might argue that MPs no longer need to use simple state-
ments to appeal to voters. However, as there is still a great
within-country variation in linguistic skills among citizens,
we contend that this variation motivates MPs to employ
simple statements in their speeches to facilitate effective
communication for reputation building.! This motivation is
similar to the one created by the British voting reform in the
19th century.

Following Spirling’s (2016) work, we argue that MPs
are motivated to appeal to voters with less sophisticated
linguistic skills by using simple linguistic expressions.?
Yet, rather than focusing on the variation caused by an
institutional reform, our interest is pointed to the repre-
sentative-constituency linkage, and we argue that the vari-
ation in linguistic skills across constituencies structures
the way MPs tailor their parliamentary speeches. More
specifically, we expect MPs to reduce the linguistic com-
plexity in their speeches when their constituents do not
possess sophisticated linguistic skills.> The strategy of
using simple language then makes sure that voters can
understand MPs’ messages, from which they can ulti-
mately learn the policy intentions and goals of MPs, such
as specific policies MPs attempt to deliver and all the
good fights they have been and will be fighting.

In sum, our main theoretical expectation can be summa-
rized as the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis: The lower the constituency’s linguistic
skills, the more comprehensible is the respective MP’s
parliamentary speech.
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Data and methods

To empirically examine our hypothesis, we assembled a
unique data set by merging parliamentary speeches made
by MPs in the 15th and the 16th German Bundestag (2002—
2009) with constituency information and with individual
information about Bundestag members. We obtained these
speeches from Rauh (2015) and collected the constituency-
level and the individual-level data from the Federal
Statistical Office and the official website of the Bundestag,
respectively. The final data set contains about 79,000 floor
speeches made by a total number of 750 MPs. In the data
set, each MP enters the data j times, in which j indicates
the total number of speeches the MP makes.

We focus on Germany to evaluate our hypothesis for
several reasons. First, electoral constituencies in Germany
exhibit a significant variation in the socio-economic com-
position of voters. For instance, the unemployment rate in
German districts ranges from 26% (i.e. Mansfelder Land
in Saxony-Anhalt) to 4.8% (i.e. Erding — Ebersberg in
Bavaria).* Second, focusing on the German Bundestag
allows us to isolate the impact of district characteristics on
MPs’ speech-making behavior since other factors such as
institutional arrangements are held constant.’ Finally, the
relatively large number of members of the Bundestag
facilitates quantitative analysis.

To measure our dependent variable Speech
Comprehensibility, we follow previous work in political sci-
ence (Cann, Goelzhauser and Johnson, 2014; Spirling, 2016)
by using the Flesch Reading Ease (FRE) statistic (also known
as the Flesch-Kincaid readability test, Flesch 1948) to capture
the linguistic complexity of parliamentary speeches. Although
the FRE score was first developed for English, it has been
adapted to the German language by Amstad (1978) and
applied in other disciplines (e.g. Meyer et al., 2014). Thus, we
can comfortably apply the measure to our data.’ The equation
for the FRE score can be formulated as follows:

number of words number of syllables

180— —58.5x%

number of sentences number of words

As the equation illustrates, the linguistic complexity of a
text is positively correlated with the number of words per sen-
tence. In addition, complexity increases with the number of
syllables per word. In a nutshell, the higher the score, the
more comprehensible or more readable the text. When applied
to our data, we get a scale that ranges from —114 to 120, with
a mean score of about 55.2 and a standard error of 18.2.

Moreover, to ensure that our estimated results are not
artificial due to our selection of the dependent variable, we
also include the LIX readability score (Bjornsson, 1983) as
an alternative measure of speech comprehensibility. This
measure has also been employed in political science (e.g.
Bischof and Senninger, 2018). In theory, the LIX score is

negatively correlated with the FRE score. To facilitate the
comparability of our estimated results, we reverse the LIX
score so that greater numbers indicate more comprehensible
speeches. In our data, the reversed LIX score ranges from 1
to 151.7, with a mean of 108.2 and a standard error of 13.9.7
The correlation of the FRE score and the reversed LIX score
is 0.80. The original LIX score is defined as follows:

100 x number of words

number of words with at least seven letters

number of sentences number of words

Figure 1 presents the distribution of the two dependent
variables. Clearly, although there is variation in linguistic
comprehensibility across speeches, most of the speeches
made in the Bundestag seem to be difficult to understand,
particularly when compared to fairy tales such as Peter Pan
(with an FRE score of 80; see Cann, Goelzhauser and
Johnson, 2014) and Cinderella (with a reversed LIX score
of 118; see Bischof and Senninger, 2018).

Our main hypothesis concerns the level of linguistic
skills at the district level. However, to our knowledge, there
is no measure that directly captures our theoretical concept.
Yet, according to the Organization for Economic Cooperation
and Development Programme for the International
Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC), which meas-
ures adult competencies across countries, education level,
employment status, and migration background are corre-
lated with an individual’s linguistic skills (Rammstedt,
2013).8 An individual who is less educated, unemployed,
and comes from a migration background tends to possess
lower linguistic skills. Therefore, we rely on three constitu-
ency characteristics — unemployment rate, education level,
and population with migration background — as proxies for
the average level of a particular district’s linguistic skills.
We collected the data on these three variables from the
Federal Statistical Office of Germany.

Our variable Unemployment Rate measures the percent-
age of unemployed citizens at the district level. We expect
this indicator to capture the general economic status of vot-
ers in the district. Second, we employ the share of students
that leave school with a university entrance qualification
(i.e. Allgemeine Hochschulreife) to approximate the average
Education Level of the district. To measure Population with
Migration Background, ideally, we need information on the
percentage of German citizens with a migration background
in the district. However, this information is not publicly
available. As an alternative, we approximated it by using the
percentage of residents without German citizenship in the
district.’

We then linked these constituency features to MPs who
participated in district elections. This includes MPs who
only campaigned in district elections and MPs who ran
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Figure |. Distribution of Speech Comprehensibility in Bundestag, 2002—-2009.

Note: The histograms are overlaid with a normal density.

simultaneously for district elections and party lists. For MPs
who only ran for party lists, we connected them with the fea-
tures of a Land (i.e. state) where they were nominated.'® We
expect overall that in districts with a higher unemployment
rate, less highly educated citizens, and more immigrants,
MPs tend to use more accessible language in their speeches.
On the contrary, the incentive for MPs to make simple state-
ments is reduced in districts with a lower unemployment
rate, more better-educated voters, and fewer immigrants
because voters in those districts are, on average, capable of
understanding complicated parliamentary speeches.

In addition to the variables of interest, we controled for sev-
eral variables at the individual level that potentially shape
MPs’ linguistic skills (and therefore the comprehensibility of
speeches). First, as suggested by Spirling (2016), frontbench-
ers and party leaders tend to play a more important role than
backbenchers in electoral competitions, and they have a
stronger incentive to adjust their language. As a result, we
included Seniority, which measures the number of years an
MP has served in the Bundestag before his or her current term.
Along with seniority, we also generated an indicator variable
capturing whether an MP is a Party Leader. We expect senior
MPs and party leaders to employ more accessible language in
their speeches than their junior counterparts.

Second, gender has been shown to be a critical determi-
nant of legislative behavior, in particular for debate partici-
pation (Bdck, Debus and Miiller, 2014). Regarding
linguistic expressions, previous research reveals how gen-
der contributes to the way people use language (see Coates,

2015; Holmes and Meyerhoft, 2003). A robust finding from
that literature suggests that women tend to use more acces-
sible language than men, which makes their communica-
tion more explicit and clearer. As a result, we expect that
female MPs make simpler speeches than their male col-
leagues. To capture the effect of gender, we created the
variable Female MPs, in which female MPs are coded as
‘1’ and male MPs are coded as ‘0.

Moreover, MPs’ Age, education, occupation, and migra-
tion background are taken into account in our model. We
controled for three indicator variables: PhD Degree captures
MPs who possess a doctorate, High Job indicates MPs with
jobs that require sophisticated linguistic skills (e.g. doctors,
college professors), and Migration Background marks those
MPs with a migration background (Blétte and Wiist, 2017).
We suspect that MPs who are older, possess a PhD or have a
high-status job that requires higher linguistic skills tend to
use more sophisticated language than other colleagues in the
parliament. In addition, MPs with a migration background
are expected to use simpler language. Finally, we also con-
troled for Speech Length, which measures the total number
of words in a speech, as speech length is a good approxima-
tion of speech type (e.g. short statement versus keynote
address). Descriptive statistics are reported in Table 1.

Empirical results

The results of our statistical analysis are presented in Table 2.
Recall that, in our data, each MP enters the data set as many
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Table I. Summary statistics.

Variable Mean SD Min Max
Speech comprehensibility (FRE score) 55.236 18.159 —-114.5 120.5
Speech comprehensibility (LIX score) 108.195 13916 | 151.667
Unemployment rate 12.078 4.879 4 28
District education level 26.242 6.926 1.3 49
Pop. with migration background 7.930 4.689 1.078 27.712
Seniority (in years) 11.505 8.138 0 33
Party leader 0.005 - 0 |
High job 0.752 - 0 I
Ph.D. degree 0.305 - 0 I

Age 51.956 9.278 19 73
Female 0.431 - 0 I
Migration background 0.012 - 0 I
Speech length 335.298 524.333 2 14750

SD: standard deviation.

times as the number of speeches the MP makes. Consequently,
to account for unobserved heterogeneity at the MP level, we
performed several mixed-effect models with random inter-
cepts at the MP level.!! We began by examining the effects of
the three constituency variables on speech comprehensibility
without considering the control variables. This simple model
is estimated using the FRE score and the reversed LIX score,
and the results are summarized in Model 1 and Model 3,
respectively. We then estimated the full model by including
all the control variables, and the results are shown in Model
2 and Model 4, respectively.

The findings in Model 1 suggest that both Unemployment
Rate and Population with Migration Background are posi-
tively correlated with speech comprehensibility, with statis-
tically significant effects. More precisely, when there are
more voters with a migration background and when the
unemployment rate is high, MPs associated with these dis-
tricts tend to make their speeches simpler to ensure that
their voters can comprehend their messages. Moreover, the
variable District Education Level is found to be negatively
correlated with speech simplicity and statistically signifi-
cant. This finding suggests that MPs tend to use more
sophisticated language in their speeches when constituents
in the district they represent are well educated.

Table 2 shows that the estimated results are robust across
models and are not sensitive to the measure of linguistic
complexity. Together, the findings lend empirical support to
our theoretical conjecture. MPs in the German Bundestag
tend to tailor the linguistic complexity of their speeches
based on their constituents’ needs. When voters in a district
do not possess sophisticated linguistic skills, the MP who
represents the district tends to reduce the complexity of his or
her parliamentary speeches to help constituents better com-
prehend the messages he or she is attempting to convey.

In addition to our major interests, it is worth discussing
two of our major control variables. We find that senior
MPs and those MPs serving as party leaders do indeed

make their speeches significantly more comprehensible
than junior parliamentary members. In our view, this
seems to be consistent with Spirling’s recent work, in
which he argues that frontbenchers play the main role in
communicating with the public and that the use of simple
language is an effective way to achieve this goal. This
finding is also in line with Dewan and Myatt (2012), who
consider the ability to speak simply a fundamental rhetori-
cal skill of political leaders. As for other control variables,
the coefficient of speech length is negative and statisti-
cally significant, which is also consistent with our expec-
tation since longer speeches are usually more difficult to
understand than shorter ones.

Conclusion and discussion

To build a durable connection with voters, political elites
have good reasons to explain to voters their policy inten-
tions, what they have been working on, and what they have
achieved. While floor speeches constitute one of the major
tools legislators may employ to communicate with their
constituents (Mayhew, 1974), it is surprising that we still
know so little about whether and to what extent MPs tailor
the language of their speeches in response to their constitu-
ents’ needs. In this article, we investigate under what condi-
tions MPs structure their speeches with different levels of
linguistic complexity in order to communicate with their
constituents more effectively.

Following recent literature on political communica-
tion (Bischof and Senninger, 2018; Spirling, 2016), we
theorize that MPs reduce the complexity of their speeches
when their constituents do not possess sophisticated lin-
guistic skills. More precisely, we expect that the average
level of linguistic skills in a district and the linguistic
complexity of the relevant MP’s parliamentary speeches
are inversely correlated. With a unique data set that con-
tains almost 79,000 parliamentary speeches made in the
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Table 2. Analysis of linguistic comprehensibility in parliamentary speeches.

Model

Speech comprehensibility

FRE score Reversed LIX score
(M @ A3) )
Unemployment rate 0.265%* 0.251** 0.131** 0.138%*
(0.040) (0.043) (0.029) (0.031)
District education level —0.118%* —0.077** —0.063** -0.050*
(0.029) (0.031) (0.021) (0.023)
Population with migration 0.308** 0.290%* 0.17 1% 0.178%*
background
(0.038) (0.040) (0.027) (0.029)
Seniority (in years) 0.274** 0.115%*
(0.034) (0.025)
Party leader 4.702% 4.657%
(1.710) (1.273)
High job 0.640 0.316
(0.468) (0.334)
PhD degree —-0.574 -0.318
(0.546) (0.390)
Age 0.024 0.011
(0.025) (0.018)
Female 0312 0.326
(0.451) (0.322)
Migration background 1.395 0911
(1.517) (1.081)
Speech length —0.007+* —0.005%*
(0.000) (0.000)
Constant 50.678** 50.643** 106.93 I* 108.148**
(0.792) (1.396) (0.561) (1.006)
Random effect - MP 4.345%* 4.731%* 2.899%* 3.289%*
(0.174) (0.179) (0.120) (0.125)
Random effect - Residual 17.567+* 17.297+* 13.547+* 13.321%*
(0.045) (0.044) (0.034) (0.034)
Observations 78936 78936 78936 78936
Log-likelihood -336397 —335230 —-315960 —-314703
Number of groups (MPs) 750 750 750 750
*p < 0.05.
*p<0.0l.

German Bundestag between 2002 and 2009, we reveal
supportive evidence for our argument. MPs from constit-
uencies with a higher unemployment rate, less educated
citizens, and more immigrants tend to make their speeches
more accessible.

This paper contributes to the literature on political
communication and democratic representation by advanc-
ing our understanding of how district characteristics
shape the way MPs craft their speeches. In particular,
while scholarly attention largely focuses on how electoral
institutions structure MPs’ parliamentary activities (e.g.
Proksch and Slapin, 2012), we demonstrate that constitu-
ency features also play a key role in determining MPs’
speech-making behavior. Also, simple statements can be

an effective tool that helps MPs tighten up the connection
with their constituencies by enhancing voters’ under-
standing of MPs’ policy intentions and goals.

Moreover, our work may provide an interesting starting
point for future research. Theoretically, we derive our
hypothesis in a generalizable way and expect it to travel
across countries without much alteration. Yet, our empirical
examination is limited to Germany. Future work that
involves multiple countries is needed, and it will undoubt-
edly provide a better understanding of how MPs communi-
cate with their constituents. In addition, we believe that
novel tools developed in computer science and natural lan-
guage processing may further advance the scholarly under-
standing of the representative—constituency relationship.
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Finally, this paper has implications for research on the rise
of populist parties, which are ‘often associated with the
idea of an oversimplification of policy challenges’ (Miiller,
2016: 19). Our findings imply that populist parties may
simplify their statements because they target different audi-
ences than established parties.
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Notes

1. Yet, we assume that MPs do not always simplify their
speeches. This is because simplifying speeches with plain
language may incur additional costs (e.g. time, effort), since
parliamentary speeches often contain sophisticated policy
information.

2. A concern is that voters with low linguistic skills tend to be
the voters who possess low political interest and pay less
attention to politics. Therefore, MPs may not have a strong
incentive to ‘dumb down’ their speeches. We contend that the
existence of local media and local opinion leaders may solve
the issue since, to a large extent, they help MPs spread their
words to voters in the district.

3. It is not surprising that MPs customize their speeches in
response to features of their constituencies. For instance,
Hill and Hurley (2002) show that US senators make more
constituency-related speeches when their constituency size
(i.e. state population) is big. This effect arises because, in

bigger states, it is more difficult for senators to develop per-
sonal relationships with constituents.

4. These numbers refer to the year 2003 and stem from the
Federal Statistical Office of Germany.

5. One may argue that MPs directly elected from electoral
districts are more responsive to constituency features than
their colleagues elected from party lists. However, since
the German Bundestag allows dual candidacies and most
MPs competed both in district elections and on party lists,
we contend that even MPs elected from party lists have a
similar electoral incentive to make their speeches acces-
sible. In fact, our major findings indeed hold in the mod-
els where we use sub-samples (see Table Al in the Online
Appendix)

6. We use the R package koRpus to generate the FRE score.

7. The LIX score is also estimated by using the R package
koRpus.

8. Note that the PIAAC study focuses on reading skills.

9. Theoretically, the share of German citizens with a migration
background in a region should be positively correlated with
the percentage of foreign nationals living in the region.

10. About 83% of the total of 750 MPs in our sample ran as both
district and party-list candidates in elections: 10% were pure
district candidates and 6% were pure list candidates.

11. Using a standard ordinary least squares model with robust
standard errors clustered by MPs yields very similar results.
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