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Abstract
Over the last decade, analytical tools in modern macro-comparative
analysis have become increasingly sophisticated. Yet our concern with
problems of causal inferences has to a large extent overshadowed the
equally important matters of conceptualization and measurement. Both the
operationalization of highly elaborated analytical concepts and the
empirical data employed are oftentimes crude and not suitable for
elaborated analysis. Furthermore, macro-comparative analysis has been
criticized with regard to conceptual issues. It is claimed that highlyaggregated data analysis lacks a micro-foundation and thus renders
causal assumptions from structural data doubtful. This article focuses on
veto player theory which currently attracts extensive attention in political
science research and might be viable in order to mitigate the above
mentioned analytical weaknesses. The paper distinguishes between a veto
point analysis which has most analytical problems mentioned above, from
veto player analysis. The latter has a micro-foundation rooted in rational
choice theory. As veto player analysis is still flawed with regard to
accounting for actors’ preferences and institutional settings, this article
introduces a novel veto player index that is time-variant for both aspects
and thus achieves a fundamental improvement in veto player analysis.
Although I do not overcome all analytical problems here, the new index is
certainly a fundamental improvement for the veto player analysis.
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The veto player approach is one of the most prominent analytical concepts
in current comparative politics research. It has been applied in both
qualitative and quantitative comparative analysis as well as in formal
modeling of decision-making processes. The focus of this paper is on the
veto player approach in macro-quantitative research designs. Macroquantitative analysis requires a relatively large number of observations in
order to allow for comparison by statistical analysis. In recent years, highly
sophisticated statistical methods of causal inference have been developed
for macro-comparative analysis. This is a welcome development as
statistical analysis becomes increasingly important in political science
research. This is particularly true for the so-called Time-Series – CrossSectional Analysis (TSCS) which is the state-of-the art method of the
discipline and considers variables which are potentially variant between
countries and over time. Both the comparison of a large number of
countries over ample periods of time as well as the modelling of
sophisticated causality makes high demands on the variables used. While
variables have to be sufficiently abstract in order to travel across cases
(Sartori 1984), the downside of abstractness is that it renders the
specification of causal relationships difficult. For this reason some scholars
are highly suspicious of macro-quantitative comparative analysis (Kittel
2006). In order to overcome this problem macro-quantitative analysis
needs a theoretical micro-foundation as well as variables that are sensitive
to variation between countries and time.
In this paper I review the existing literature with regard to how these
requirements have been dealt with. On the one hand I focus on the
conceptualization of the veto player approach while the examination of the
concept’s measurement and aggregation is my second point of interest. As
more and more indices are on offer and are oftentimes used without further
reflection, this analysis is of increasing importance. It is necessary to
assess empirical indices in view of their conceptual and empirical benefits
in order to provide guidelines for their use in analytical models. This
doesn’t only concern the handling of the veto player approach but also the
use of other indices. For instance, democracy indices have recently been
reviewed by Munck and Verkuilen (2002) from the same perspective. In
their assessment they have differentiated between concerns of
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conceptualization, measurement and aggregation. I follow their line of
argument by considering a variety of veto player indices in this way.
The paper is structured as follows: first, I outline the essential aspects of
assessing the conceptualization of the veto player approach. In the second
part I summarize its core analytical foundation which results in the
differentiation between veto point and veto player analysis. After
reviewing major indices of veto point and veto player analysis in the third
and fourth part I elaborate on some empirical requirements an enhanced
veto player index would have to meet in the fifth section. These
improvements make the veto player analysis sensitive for changes in both,
institutional settings and preferences of veto player. In addition the
approach enables us to analyze multi-dimensional preferences and shorter
time units. The article concludes by discussing the enhanced veto player
index's contributions to current political science scholarship and
embedding the results into the nascent debate on the development of more
powerful analytical and empirical tools for veto player analysis.

1 Conceptualizing and
Comparative Analysis

Measuring

Veto

Players

in

Macro-

Our concern with developing highly complex causal theories and revealing
causal inferences between variables by technically highly sophisticated
data analysis overshadows the equally important problem of
conceptualization and measurement. This is even true for a parsimonious
theory such as the veto player approach. Applying elaborated concepts
always involves a trade-off between analytical clarity and parsimony on
the one hand and a concept’s validity in its empirical context on the other.
Sartori (1984) forcefully argues that concepts must be able to travel while
also making sense for individual cases without becoming idiographic.
Some might, metaphorically spoken, throw out the baby with the bath
water when suggesting case-specific improvements to veto player analysis
(Ganghof 2003 discusses this point). However, oversimplistic
operationalizations run the risk of undermining an analysis’ validity.
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In this paper I follow the lead of other scholars and evaluate various veto
player approaches with regard to their conceptualization, measurement and
aggregation (Smelser 1976; Adcock and Collier 2001; Munk and
Verkuilen 2002). Conceptualization translates the theoretical concept into
the empirical world. Theoretical concepts are supposed to be clear and
should generate explicit hypotheses that reflect a concept’s effects in
empirical terms. We have to be clear about causal mechanisms which yield
certain effects (Hedström and Swedberg 1998). For instance, causal
mechanisms can be established by substantiating analytical concepts with a
micro-foundation.
Conceptualization also implies the identification of a concept’s relevant
empirical attributes. One is best advised to opt for a parsimonious
approach that neither includes too many (maximalistic) nor too few
(minimalistic) specifications. In the field of veto player analysis this
mainly concerns the identification of veto players as well as their
preferences. Hypothetically, many stakeholders can act as veto players in
certain policy fields. For macro-comparative analysis however, we need to
focus on the most relevant ones in order to obtain general conclusions. In
this respect one important aspect is the problem of redundancy. Some
empirical concepts measure the same analytical aspect by means of various
empirical indicators which entails an implicit overestimation of some of
the concept’s elements. Political actors’ preferences are the driving force
of veto player analysis and must be clearly specified in order to provide a
basis for causal hypotheses.
Measurement links the conceptual attributes to observations. As mentioned
above, the most important conceptual attributes of veto player analysis are
the number of veto players and their respective preferences. How are data
collected for these attributes? A technical issue in this context is the level
of measurement. Although this seems to be rather trivial, it is not. Highly
sophisticated empirical analysis such as TSCS analysis presupposes a
certain level of measurement. Regression analysis normally calls for
metric variables. Ordinal or count variables are unsuitable to regression
analysis as they yield biased coefficients. In turn, downgrading ordinal
variables to dummy variables –which are suitable for regression analysis –
leads to a substantial information loss.
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Modern data analysis also needs variation over time meaning that if a
concept such as the function of veto players were to be time-variant, it
would have to be taken into account. This aspect actually refers to both
attributes of the veto player approach: the number of veto players as well
as their preferences. As both may vary over time, empirical concepts have
to account for this aspect.
Once a concept’s measurement is completed with the assignment of scores
to each of the relevant attributes, the next step is to aggregate the concept’s
disaggregated scores. This step has to do with the conceptualization of the
theoretical concept. How does causal inference work in theoretical terms?
In veto player analysis, some scholars focus on the number of (potential)
veto players. When advancing this view one has to determine whether
(potential) veto players have the same effect and must thus be counted
equally. Other veto player approaches assume a different theoretical
assumption. Tsebelis contends that the number of veto players is secondrank as opposed to their respective ideological distances. In order to grasp
this aspect empirically, we need to measure the ideological range of the
veto players that are spaced farthest from one another. In this case we do
not have the problem of having to weigh various veto players differently.
In the following three parts of the paper I pick up the three aspects of
conceptualization, measurement and aggregation by referring to four
commonly used veto player indices. Since there are two rather
distinguished approaches which differ in their focus I begin by pointing
out the differences. The following two parts then focus on veto point and
veto player analysis. While the first part is mainly of an analytical nature,
the two subsequent ones also present empirical data applied in various
approaches.
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2 Competing Concepts of Veto Player and Veto Point Analysis
The basic premise of the veto player approach is simple. Governments as
agenda setters2 strive for implementing their favored policies. In case of
government’s inactivity the policies remain unchanged. If governments
were free and willing to act without obstruction, they would move the
status quo to satisfy their preferences. Granted that there are other actors
with divergent preferences which have decision-making power (veto
players) the result would be a compromise between the government’s
preferences on the one hand and the veto player’s preferences on the other.
Formally, government’s activity can be measured by comparing the policy
or policy outcome at time point t1 with the policy or policy outcome at t2.
The policy or policy outcome at t1 is called status quo. If the status quo is
30 (e.g. 30 percent of the GDP is invested in social expenditure) and the
preference of the government is 35 (for instance it wants to improve
unemployment benefits) the policy shift from t1 to t2 would change from 30
to 35. This would be true under ceteris paribus conditions if there were no
veto players. Veto players alter the outcome since veto players are “…
actors whose agreement is required for a change of the status quo.”
(Tsebelis 2002: 17) Referring to the example this means that if a veto
player prefers 32, a compromise between 35 and 32 has to be reached and
the government’s target of 35 is unattainable. If a veto player were to
prefer 25, making a compromise could even mean the continuance of the
status quo. Since agenda setters control the agenda they do not have to
make compromises which are further away from their ideal points than the
status quo. If they risk reaching a result beyond the status quo they simply
do not put the issue on the agenda and make do with the status quo.

2

In modern democracies there could also be agenda setters other than governments. However, I neglect this aspect since in parliamentary democracies governments are the agenda setter most of the time (Döring 1995; Bräuninger and Debus
2009). In the political system of the United States the Congress acts as an agenda
setter and here above all the majority party (Krehbiel 1998; Cameron 2000; Cox
and McCubbins 2005). Another exception is the European Union’s increased
status as agenda setter. This aspect is not accounted for as it would complicate
veto player illustration and its inclusion would not change the basic idea of the paper.
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There are basically two notions of veto players and their operationalization
in macro-comparative politics. One strand counts the number of veto
players. As this perspective does not take preferences and veto player
interaction into account, I assign these approaches to the veto points
category. The veto function is measured by the number of veto points.
Scholars in this research tradition contend that the status quo is more likely
to change in political systems with no or few veto points than in political
systems with many veto points.
The analysis of veto points does not incorporate actors’ preferences:
neither the ones of the agenda setter (e.g. governments) nor the ones of
veto points. In fact this presupposition makes speculating on the range of
potential compromise impossible. This is different in approaches under the
label of veto player analysis. Veto player analysis considers the
preferences of veto players. The veto function is the ideological range
between the preferences of veto players. The closer the preferences of
potential veto players, the easier it is to change the status quo. The relevant
ideological range for analysis is the distance between the two veto players
with the greatest differences. For instance, if there were five veto players
with social expenditure preferences of 31, 32, 33, 34, and 35 percent of
GDP, the relevant range would be 4 (from 31 to 35), meaning that three
veto players in between 31 and 35 would be absorbed. Veto player analysis
builds on rational choice theory and is theoretically complex (Tsebelis
2002). The empirical measure of the ideological range of the two opposite
veto players is merely an empirical proxy for the win set, the area within
which a compromise between veto players is possible.3
Veto point and veto player analysis focus on different empirical aspects.
Veto point analysis intends to count all potential veto points. A basic
problem of this analytical concept is that it cannot capture when a potential
veto point actually exercises its veto power. This is easier in veto player
3

The analytical tools for identifying the win set of collective actors are (a)
preferences, (b) status quo, and (c) the cohesion of individual veto players in a
particular issue area. I do not consider the complex interaction of variables in this
paper and focus instead on established operationalizations of the veto player approach in macro-comparative analysis. However, I will get back to these aspects in
the conclusion of this paper.
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analysis. If veto players have identical preferences, their veto function is
zero; if the preferences differ by five points on an ideological scale, the
veto function is five and so on.
The theoretical underpinning of both approaches is substantially different.
While the analysis of veto points aims at identifying the number of veto
points which perform institutional constraints on the maneuverability of
central governments, veto player analysis starts out from political actors’
and institutions’ models of interaction which are based on rational choice
theory. Therefore causal mechanisms in veto point analysis are much more
difficult to trace than in veto player analysis which has a micro-foundation.
To be sure, veto player theory - both the notions of veto points and veto
players - cannot make assumptions about the direction of policy change.
For instance, with regard to the positive or negative effects of veto players
on economic growth George Tsebelis explicitly states: “It is not clear
whether many veto players will lead to higher or lower growth, because
they will “lock” a country to whatever policies they inherited, and it
depends whether such policies induce or inhibit growth.” (Tsebelis 2002:
204) Veto player analysis is also flawed in case the status quo shifts which
is common in political reality (e.g. changes in the economic situation,
unemployment rates, trade, demographic factors, etc.). Even though this
aspect is crucial for veto player analysis, I won’t focus on this conceptual
aspect and limit the paper to a discussion of the established indices of veto
point/player analysis. This is a necessary first step in order to enhance and
thus improve veto player analysis with further specifications. I first discuss
certain concepts and their operationalization in the tradition of veto point
analysis and turn to veto player analysis in macro-comparative politics in
the next section.

3 Measurement and Aggregation of Veto Points in MacroComparative Analysis
Indices about institutional constraints on central governments have for the
first time been introduced in the early 1990s (Huber et al. 1993; Colomer
1996; Schmidt 1996, Kaiser 1997). These indices refer to the theoretical
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work of semi-sovereign states (Katzenstein 1987) and try to specify the
“degree of semi-sovereignty” (Schmidt 1996: 171) or the “patterns of
institutional pluralism” (Colomer 1996). The analysis of institutional
constraints on the scope of central governments' maneuverability
concentrates on potential veto points which may obstruct decision-making.
These approaches can be divided into two categories: for once, simple
indices which count a country’s number of veto points and second, veto
point analyses which aim at identifying the general goal of veto points.
The latter approach distinguishes between veto points which either
obstruct or support governments. Yet, only obstructive veto points can
strictly speaking be regarded as veto points. Supportive veto points –
which are a contradiction in terms – may have substantially different
functions than vetoing governments’ policies. Since the distinction
between obstructive and supportive veto points is not clear, collective or
consensus veto point analysis - as the latter is sometimes labeled - might
measure something else than veto points.
The empirical analysis of these indices is based on the number of veto
points in a respective political system. All veto points count the same and
are designed to be stable over time. I illustrate this by presenting Manfred
G. Schmidt’s (1996) indicator.4 The index of institutional constraints on
central governments ranges from 0 to 6. High values indicate powerful
constraints on central governments while low values point to ample
maneuvering room. The additive index is composed of 6 dummy-variables
(‘1’ = constraints, ‘0’= else) (1) EU membership = 1, (2) degree of
centralization of state structures (federalism = 1), (3) difficulty of
amending constitutions (very difficult = 1) (4) strong bicameralism = 1, (5)
central bank autonomy = 1, and finally (6) frequent referenda = 1 (Schmidt
1996: 172).

4

The indices of Colomer and Huber et al. are rather similar in empirical terms
to Schmidt’s index although they analytically stress slightly different aspects.
Schmidt’s index correlates with .79 with Colomer’s and Huber et al.’s indices for
the 23 OECD countries considered in this paper. The latter two correlate with .87.
We included the 23 OECD countries because we could obtain data for only these
countries concerning the preferences over time, i.e. available party manifesto data
(see below).
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The conceptual logic seems to be clear. Institutional veto points limit
governments’ action space. However, there are at least three conceptual
problems: First, it is not at all clear if the index includes all potential veto
points. Constitutional courts, presidents, or strong interest groups and even
mass media could be additional veto points. Second, not all potential veto
points are veto points in all policy areas and in different policy areas there
might be additional ones. For instance, central banks are no veto points in
the field of environmental or social policy. Instead, environmental NGOs
or influential enterprises might be potential veto points in the area of
environmental policy while employer associations and trade unions might
be additional veto points in labor or social policy. Third, potential veto
points may not use their veto power in certain policy fields or situations.
They could even support the government policy. For instance, the EU and
central banks might support a government which aims at privatizing
sectors but at the same time might obstruct government initiatives in other
policy areas. These policy-related factors make it difficult to identify the
key veto points.
The aggregation of veto point analysis doesn’t follow specific theoretical
guidelines. All veto points are assigned equal weight even though it is
plausible that some veto points have a stronger veto power than others.
For instance Schmidt counts “strong” bicameralism but he doesn’t provide
criteria for when bicameralism is strong enough to be counted as a veto
point. This is also a problem of double counting. Federalism and
bicameralism may for example measure the same thing (dispersion of
power to sub-regional units). Including both aspects into an index gives
double weight to sub-national power dispersion. Another problem of
Schmidt’s index is that it is constructed for cross-sectional analysis (valid
for the mid-1990s) so that it does not consider changes in the number of
veto points over time.
The latest above mentioned downside can easily be remedied by recoding
the index for empirical analysis in order to make it time-variant. I have
accounted for the abolishment of the Danish and Swedish second
chambers (in 1953 and 1970) and marked the respective years of EUmembership. I also factored in that the Bank of England became
independent in 1998 and that some countries had to abide by European
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Central Bank rules due to joining the EURO-Zone. Figure 1 gives an
overview over the number of veto points in 23 OECD countries from 1950
to 2005. I did not include Greece, Portugal and Spain during periods of
dictatorship.
Figure 1 here
Schmidt’s index is relatively stable over time. Switzerland, the USA, and
Germany have the most institutional constraints. In contrast New Zealand
has no institutional constraints. The number of institutional constraints
mainly increases because of EU-membership and joining the EURO-Zone
(Central European Bank). Denmark and Sweden lost one institutional
constraint when they abolished the second chamber but gained one due to
joining the EU. The United Kingdom’s institutional constraints are EUmembership (1973) and the independent Bank of England (1998).
Since the late 1990s, a more differentiated approach for veto point analysis
has been published. Birchfield and Crepaz (1998; see also Crepaz and
Moser 2004) as well as Wagschal (2005) distinguish between consensual
and competitive veto points. While consensual veto points support rather
than obstruct central governments' policies and therefore are no real veto
points, competitive veto points result in the blocking of central
government's policy reform attempts.
In Crepaz' view, collective veto points – which is his term for supportive
veto points - are a measure of institutional diffusion that necessitates the
sharing of political power in a collective fashion. It is a composite
indicator that consists of three elements: (a) the proportionality of the
electoral system, (b) the effective number of legislative parties, and (c) the
degree of corporatism. Competitive veto points encompass federalism and
bicameralism. Crepaz operationalized collective and competitive veto
players by using Lijphart’s (1999) measure for two distinct patterns of
democracy.5 Hence Lijphart’s executives-parties dimension corresponds to
collective veto points while the federal-unitary dimension matches the
5

Based on Crepaz’ publications, it appears as if he has significantly altered Lijphart’s indices. In fact however, he has adopted Lijphart’s measures one-to-one. I
thank Markus Crepaz for sending me his data set.
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competitive dimension. According to the conceptual logic of Crepaz’
index, consensus democracies have more collective veto points that
support government policy. However, the causal links are not always clear.
Why, for instance, should a proportional election system promote
government policy?
Although Crepaz uses two time periods (Lijphart’s data from 1945-1996
for the period from 1960-1970 and the data from1971-1996 for the period
from 1971-1996) his measure of veto points is not really time-variant.
Following Crepaz' coding, I have used his index with a breakpoint in 1971
and respectively extended the data to 1950 and 2005. I have also included
the collective veto player index because this indicator is identical with
Lijphart’s major dimension of consensus democracy. Consequently
collective veto points are an indicator for a different logic of politics: the
consensual policy style. Crepaz, or Lijphart for that matter, has aggregated
veto points by way of factor analysis, meaning that the factor scores weigh
the empirical strength of individual veto points. The inductive weighting of
veto points might be more appropriate than simply adding them up like
Schmidt did. Figure 2 and 3 show the score for collective and competitive
veto points.
Figure 2 and 3 here
Since Crepaz’ veto point indices are based on Lijphart's highly aggregated
concepts, it is difficult to deduce the major elements and causal
mechanisms which may have an impact on policies and policy outcomes.
A more transparent and elaborated index of veto points which also
distinguishes between consensual and competitive veto points has been
compiled by Uwe Wagschal (2005). Wagschal contends that coalition
governments and constitutional courts are consensual veto players which
don't have the same policy obstructing functions as competitive veto
points. In his view, competitive veto points are (a) strong federalism, (b)
EU-membership, (c) direct democracy, (d) strong bicameralism, (e) strong
presidents, (f) proportional representative election systems, and (g)
independent central banks. The variables have a dichotomous coding and
are added up. Direct democracy, constitutional courts, and presidentialism
have a .5 coding.
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As with Schmidt’s and Crepaz’ indices, it is not always easy to see the
causal mechanisms which result from Wagschal’s veto point index.
Coalition parties might not be an obstructive veto point, yet claiming that
they support government policy more strongly than single party
governments is a daring assumption. The same is true for constitutional
courts. Both analytically and empirically the claim that political systems
with constitutional courts call for more government support than political
systems without constitutional courts is not sustainable. The same is true
for “strong” federalism and bicameralism (cf. comments on Schmidt’s
index). With regard to the veto function of proportional election systems,
Crepaz and Wagschal arrive at opposite conclusions. While Crepaz
considers proportional elections systems to be consensual, Wagschal rates
them as competitive.
Considering aggregation, Wagschal weights some indicators less than
others. It isn’t always plausible why a .5 weight is appropriate and why all
“strong” presidents have the same weight. The President of the United
States could for instance be stronger than the President of Finland.
Analogical to Schmidt’s index I have also updated Wagschal's index and
made it time-variant. In addition to the changes made in Schmidt’s index, I
have included an additional veto point for New Zealand due to the change
from a majoritarian to a proportional electoral system in 1996.
Figure 4 here
Apart from conceptual and theoretical problems, veto point indices further
face substantial technical problems. The analysis of veto points has the
shortcoming that all variables are count variables. The use of count
variables as independent variables is difficult in regression analysis, in
particular given the ambiguity about whether all veto points exercise the
same constraints on policy. Wagschal seems to pay attention to this aspect
because he attributes only half of the impact to some veto points.
However, this measurement seems to be very arbitrary. Another detriment
of veto point analysis is that it seems to count some veto functions twice.
This is particularly obvious with regard to federalism and bicameralism.
Countries with strong bicameralism are often organized federally with the
second chamber representing the interests of the sub-national units.
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Furthermore, most veto point analyses are to a large extent time-invariant
which means that they often bring about effects that are difficult to
distinguish from country effects in TSCS analysis. This is especially
problematic when applying fixed effects in statistical analysis. This aspect
is particularly relevant for Crepaz’ indices which don’t really change over
time. Although his data aggregation is more appropriate than Schmidt’s
and Wagschal’s, his concepts show severe theoretical problems. It is not at
all clear whether to interpret Crepaz’ veto point indices in light of veto
player theory or of consensus democracy. After all, Crepaz’ veto point
indicators are identical with Lijphart’s indicators for consensus democracy.
This confusion makes causal inferences extremely difficult.
As mentioned above, the analysis of veto points is substantially different
from the analysis of veto players. While veto points are structural
characteristics of political systems which change only infrequently, veto
player analysis combines structural characteristics with the strategic
behavior of political actors within institutional settings. Consequently veto
player analysis is more ambitious as it doesn't only call for information
about the institutional setting but also about the preferences of political
actors. As both institutional settings and actor’s preferences can change
over time, empirical analysis is highly demanding. In the following I focus
on two veto player approaches. Witold Henisz' (2000; 2002) analysis of
political constraints of policy change and George Tsebelis' (2002) analysis
of veto players.

4 Measurement and Aggregation of Veto Players in MacroComparative Analysis
Witold Henisz (2000; 2002) introduces two measures of political
constraints. He identifies the number of independent branches of
government with veto power over policy change in various countries on a
yearly basis from 1800 to 2004. The preferences of each of these branches
and the status quo policy are assumed to be independent and identical and
are drawn from a uniform, one-dimensional policy space. Thus Henisz
works with assumed rather than empirical preferences. This assumption
allows for the derivation of a quantitative measure of institutional hazards
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using a simple spatial model of political interaction. This initial measure is
then modified to take the extent of alignments across the branches of
government into account by using data on the composition of parties in
veto player branches. Such an alignment increases the feasibility of policy
change. The measure is further modified to capture the extent of
preference heterogeneity within each veto player branch which increases
(decreases) decision costs of overturning policy for aligned (opposed)
executive branches. The main result of the calculations is that (1) each
additional veto point (a branch of government that is both constitutionally
effective and controlled by a party different from other branches) provides
a positive but diminishing effect on the total level of constraints on policy
change and (2) homogeneity (heterogeneity) of party preferences within an
opposition (aligned) branch of government is positively correlated with
constraints on policy change. Henisz supplies two measures: The first
measure includes three independent branches of government (executive,
lower house and upper house) (polcon3) while the second contains five
independent branches of government (additionally sub-federal units and
the judiciary) (polcon5).
As Henisz points out his approach has some weaknesses. One is that
actors’ preferences are estimated. The range between the independent
branches of government is deduced from a simple spatial model which is
applied to all states. George Tsebelis (2002: 204/5) argues that Henisz’
approach of political constraints approximates veto player theory but that
its operationalization features important deviations which consequently
make it impossible to predict a high correlation between the two indices.
Furthermore, Tsebelis criticizes Henisz’ approach with regard to the fact
that the judiciary doesn't always have veto power and that federalism has
been counted twice because it is included in both the concepts of
federalism and bicameralism. In addition, legislative constraint is captured
by taking into account all parties that are represented in parliament. At
least in parliamentary systems the government has control over the
legislative game and therefore the opposition parties impose no constraints
on legislation.
Figures 5 and 6 show the variation of political constraints over the last
decades. Figure 5 uses data for three (polcon3) while figure 6 uses data for
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five independent branches of government (polcon5). While the former
index is available for the period from 1950-2004 (for some countries there
are often even longer time series) the latter index is only available for the
time from 1960-2004.
Figure 5 and 6 here
The inclusion of sub-federal units and the judiciary increases the level of
political constraint (mean for polcon3 = .44; for polcon5 = .75) and the
variance between countries but it equalizes the political constraints within
countries which may cause problems when using fixed effects in
regression models.6 The aggregation rules of Henisz’ indices follow the
veto player approach and use the ideological range between the two most
opposite veto players. Thus Henisz’ indices are metric and suitable for
modern regression analysis. With regard to preferences, Henisz is
restricted to an estimated one-dimensional analysis. It remains unclear
though what this dimension intends to represent.
The analysis of veto player function in macro-comparative studies is
exclusively based on George Tsebelis' (2002) theoretical elaborations.
Therefore we should pay close attention to the operationalization of his
concept for macro-comparative analysis. He points out that the veto player
function can be calculated by means of (a) the number of veto players, (b)
their maximum ideological distance, and (c) the coherence of individual
veto players. In his macro-comparative studies, Tsebelis (2002: chapter 7
and 8; Tsebelis and Chang 2004) uses the ideological distances of the two
most opposite veto players, as derived from expert judgments, as a proxy.
First I have used George Tsebelis’ data and have updated the data set until
2005 with data from Benoit and Laver (2006).7
Figure 7 here
Tsebelis’ operationalization of veto players is transparent and consistent
with his theory (Tsebelis 2002). However, even here shortcomings can be
6

The average index of variance (standard deviation/mean) within a the 21
OECD countries is for polcon3 = .211 and for polcon5 = .084.
7
The
data
is
available
on
George
Tsebelis’
webpage:
http://sitemaker.umich.edu/tsebelis/veto_players_data; April 2009.
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identified. The most important flaw is that party positions and institutional
settings are considered to be invariant over time. Party positions are
derived from average counts of expert judgments assembled over a time
span of several decades. Furthermore, it is not clear why Tsebelis does not
include the USA and Greece in his analysis. As data on party preferences
in Switzerland were lacking in the Laver/Hunt expert judgment data set
(Tsebelis 2002: 170; for the original data set see Laver and Hunt 1992),
Swiss party preferences were replaced with data from Finland. Tsebelis’
approach has exclusively been applied to the Right/Left dimension and no
serious attempts have been made to transfer it to other dimensions.8
To sum up at this point it becomes obvious from table 1 that the
approaches have some common and some special features in terms of
conceptualization, measurement and aggregation.
Here Table 1
In terms of conceptualization one should strive for a balance between
maximalistic and minimalistic definitions (Munk and Verkuilen 2002: 9).
In this respect veto point analysis and polcon5 are rather maximalistic
which contains the risk of redundancy. Polcon3 and Tsebelis’ approach is
minimalistic. With regard to the conceptualization of preferences, Tsebelis
is the only one to use an empirical measure. Henisz’ two indices use a
hypothetical measure which is problematic. Veto point indices ignore
preferences in extenso and and per se attribute opposition preferences to all
veto points outside of government. The greatest advantage of veto player
over veto point approaches is their theoretical micro-foundation which
allows for the formulation of hypotheses about causal mechanisms. This
has been done in book length by Tsebelis (2002).
The measurements for veto points/players have been obtained by different
means. Schmidt’s and Wagschal’s indices count the number of veto points
8

Tsebelis (2002: Chapter 8; together with Chang 2004) uses a two-dimensional
model. However, these data are not open to the public and the two dimensions
chosen (three left/right indices from expert judgments on the one hand and a “profriendly relationship to the USSR versus anti” from Laver and Hunt’s expert
judgments on the other) may not be independent and analytically distinct. All indicators measure various aspects of the Left/Right dimension.
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while Crepaz uses factor analysis for the identification of differences in
political systems. After having identified relevant veto players, Henisz and
Tsebelis use their respective preferences as measurement for the estimation
of veto player effects.
The measurement of veto points/players also influences the aggregation of
the veto function into an overall index. Both Schmidt and Wagschal obtain
aggregation by summing up individual veto players. While Wagschal uses
weighting procedures, Schmidt doesn’t. However, strictly speaking, count
variables are not suitable for regression analysis (King 1986: 666). Crepaz
uses the factor scores for further analysis. Although the factor analysis
includes some ordinal variables the factor scores are interval data.
However, the biggest drawback of Crepaz’ index is that it is time invariant. All veto player approaches use the ideological range of the two
most opposite veto players. This aggregation measure has an interval
scaling and is therefore suitable for regression analysis.
The bottom line of my stocktaking is that veto player analysis is superior
to veto point analysis. This is true with regard to all three categories:
conceptualization, measurement, and aggregation. When comparing the
two veto player approaches, the lack of empirical data for veto player
preferences stands out as a major weakness in Henisz’ realization. Yet his
inclusion of more countries and years presents a substantial advantage over
Tsebelis’ practice. It is particularly disappointing that Tsebelis does not
include Greece and the USA. Above all the omission of the USA makes it
difficult to use Tsebelis’ approach for studies of highly industrialized
countries. An additional drawback of Tsebelis’ approach is that empirical
preferences of veto players are time-invariant. Finally, another weakness
of both veto player analyses is that they concentrate on a one-dimensional
ideological space only. This is often not suitable for all empirical analysis.
Therefore I would like to elaborate on Tsebelis’ veto player index by using
time-variant preferences and by including Greece and the USA as well as
changes in institutional settings.
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5 Towards a More Refined Veto Player Analysis
In this section I offer two new veto player indices. In a first step, I up-date
and complement Tsebelis veto player index by using time-variant veto
player preferences. In a next step, I elaborate the concept by considering in
addition changes in the institutional settings. I include also additional
second chambers and presidents since they may exercise an “anticipated
veto.”
In order to up-date and complement Tsebelis’ veto player index, I modify
Tsebelis' veto player index by using time-variant veto player preferences.
Furthermore I include Greece and the United States in the analysis. I also
replace the Finnish data which was used for Switzerland with data on
Swiss parties. Greece was easy to add to the sample of countries since data
are available and it remains a puzzle why it was not included in Tsebelis’
analyses. There might be substantial objections with regard to the inclusion
of the United States since the programmatic standpoints of American
parties are difficult to determine. However, there is a substantial amount of
literature which claims that parties in the US are well-structured and have
a systematic impact on the political process as well as policies (Cox and
McCubbins 2005; Theriault 2008). I used the largest ideological range
between the President, the Senate, and the House.9
In order to obtain a time-variant index of party preferences I used data
from the Comparative Manifestos Project (CMP) (Budge et al. 2001;
Klingemann et al. 2006). In order to determine the range of veto players
from party manifesto data I attributed the estimated party position to each
party in government. As party manifesto data are only available for
election times, data for the remaining years were imputed. In this analysis I
used a Left/Right index which has been deduced from political theory and
deviates from the inductive measures offered by the Party Manifesto
Group (RILE) (Jahn 2010a). The advantage of this measure for preferences
is that it allows for using the same method for other ideological
dimensions as well. So far it is possible to use data for the familiar
9

I did however not consider the two supermajority rules characteristic of the
United States’ political system, the filibuster in the Senate and the President’s veto
which both may have expanded the United States' range.
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Left/Right dimension and for other ideological dimensions such as the
environmental Green/Growth dimension (Jahn 2010b).10
My veto player index is both sensitive to changes in governments and the
majority of second chambers. The second chambers are included in the
analysis with their median position.11 In case the median was situated
outside the coalition parties’ ideological range, the range was respectively
extended. The same has been done for the President of Portugal who is the
only president that was included in Tsebelis' analysis. The development of
the veto player function with time-variant party positions in 23 OECD
countries is shown in figure 8.
Figure 8 here
While this index (Jahn1) is conceptually similar to Tsebelis’ index, the
major difference is the replacement of time-invariant preferences from
expert judgments with time-variant preferences deduced from party
manifesto data. In the next step, I consider changes of institutional settings
in various countries and relax the criteria for including second chambers as
veto players. According to Tsebelis' analysis the data in figure 8 only
includes second chambers in Australia, Canada, Germany, and
Switzerland. In addition, I have included the United States Senate. In spite
of second chambers being crucial institutions in veto player analysis, their
analytical status and operationalization remain inconsistent. In this respect
it has been stated „… that second chambers always exercise an influence
10

This method of identifying party preferences has further advantages. First, it
is possible to obtain a measure for the saliency of respective issue dimensions.
Thereby one can construct indifference curves which are essential to veto player
theory (Jahn 2010a). Second, this measure of preferences also allows for measuring the coherence of individual parties over time. This is also pivotal for veto
player analysis since actors’ coherence is another important feature of veto player
theory (Jahn and Oberst 2009). As the inclusion of these factors would increase
the complexity of this paper, I leave the elaboration of these concepts to later publications.
11 Tsebelis seems to use the second chamber party which is ideologically furthest away from the most radical party in government. However, this is not really
appropriate because the second chambers are collective actors and their position
vis-à-vis government is the absolute majority of the members if the upper houses
which is the median position.
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on final outcomes of legislation. This is a trivial point when upper
chambers can veto legislation, as in the United States, Switzerland, and
Germany. However, it is our contention that all second chambers exercise
influence even if they are considered weak or insignificant.“ (Tsebelis and
Money 1997: 211) Yet, when it comes to empirical analysis, Tsebelis
(2002: chapter 7 and 8; Tsebelis and Chang 2004) only includes the
German Bundesrat and the Australian, Canadian and Swiss second
chambers. However, it remains unclear why the Belgian, Japanese, Italian,
Dutch, Danish, Swedish, French and Spanish second chambers which are
perceived as strong or medium-strong (Lijphart 1999: 211-213) are not
included in the analysis. This might be true with regard to formal decisionmaking structures. Yet, informal anticipatory effects call for the inclusion
of other second chambers as well. Although the German second chamber
is perceived as strong in the literature, it has been demonstrated that the
formal intervention competences of the Bundesrat are rather modest and
that many decisions are influenced by a so-called „veto-anticipation“
(Burkhart and Manow 2006).12 The same could also be true for the other
second chambers mentioned above . Almost all second chambers can delay
the political process. If governments want to produce political results in a
timely fashion they are dependent on the cooperation of second chambers.
In order to get along governments have to be prepared to compromise on
policy goals. In this way second chambers can consequently influence
policies.
Another aspect which I will consider in this index (Jahn2) is the change of
second chambers over time. It is clear that Sweden's and Denmark's second
chambers will not be considered after their abolishment. Another aspect is
the status change of the Belgian Senate. After the constitutional reform in
1993 the Belgian Senate lost power and I therefore only consider it as a
veto player until 1993.
Presidents are institutional veto players along the lines of second
chambers. In theory all presidents have an influence on the political
process but in reality presidential power is very diverse. Tsebelis only

12

The same logic of anticipated impact has been analyzed in terms of “the politics of negative power” for the President of the United States (Cameron 2000).
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includes the President of Portugal as a veto player. He excludes the French
President from his analysis and does not even consider the presidents of
Austria, Finland, Ireland, and Iceland to be veto players. I agree that the
presidents in Austria, Ireland, and Iceland only have very limited power.
However, the Finnish President had an important veto player function
before the constitutional reform in 2000 (Nousiainen 2001). Therefore I
have included the Finnish President as a veto player before the change in
the constitution came into effect. In contrast, the French President is
difficult to model as the role of the French President changes in
accordance with parliamentary majorities: “The President of the Republic
is the supreme authority as long as he has a majority in the National
Assembly; but he must abandon the reality of power to the prime minister
if ever a party other than his own has a majority in the Assembly.” (Aron
1982: 8)
The veto player function has been operationalized on the basis of the
number of veto players and their ideological distances measured on the
Left/Right dimension. Veto players are (a) coalition governments, (b)
second chambers, and (c) presidents. I have always included the widest
ideological range. Given that a veto player was situated within this range it
was absorbed (absorption rule; Tsebelis 2002: 26-30). I accounted for
second chambers and presidents granted that they have an impact on the
political process (Tsebelis and Money 1997; Lijphart 1999). For Austria,
Greece, Ireland, New Zealand, Norway, Iceland, and the United Kingdom
I used coalitions’ ideological ranges (if existent). This entails that I
disregarded second chambers in Austria, Ireland and the United
Kingdom.13 Countries with strong (symmetrical) second chambers are
Australia, Germany, USA, Italy, Japan, the Netherlands, Sweden (until
1970), Denmark (until 1953), Belgium (until 1993) and Switzerland.
Although Canada, France, and Spain have moderate bicameralism
(Lijphart 1999: 212) I included them in the group of countries with second
chambers which exert influence on the policy process. Portugal and
Finland (until 2000) are countries with strong presidents. For the USA I
13

I also don’t consider the Norwegian “Second Chamber” (lagting) as it is part
of the parliament (storting). The same applies to the Icelandic second chamber
(Nethri Deild) which was abolished in 1991 (Eythorsson and Jahn 2009: 197).
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used the range between Senate, House and President as described above.
For Belgium I included the second chamber until 1993. After the reform I
only analyzed the coalition range. In France the situation is more
complicated. In periods without cohabitation I treated the French system
as presidential. Although the French president doesn't have many formal
powers (Huber 1996: 24-30) he has informal power positions in its own
(governmental) party during periods of united government. Thus I have
used the range between the coalition, the Senate and the President as the
veto player range. However, since the position of the President is identical
with the President’s party position in our analysis,14 the President’s
position is situated within the range of the coalition and is therefore
absorbed. In times of cohabitation I have ignored the position of the
President: ”Cohabitation demonstrates that in the absence of a coherent
majority in support of the president, the president is relatively powerless in
influencing even the direction of political change.” (Huber 1996: 29)
Therefore I have used the range between the coalition parties and the
second chamber in case of cohabitation. The French Senate is normally
considered to be a medium strong second chamber (Lijphart 1999).
However, it has been demonstrated that the French Senate has a profound
impact on the legislative process (Tsebelis and Money 1997: Chapter 7). In
particular in periods of non-cohabitation with the Left in power the Senate
was often able to influence policy.
The index also includes a factor which is often neglected in macrocomparative research. Normally, data for variables are collected on an
annual basis. However, most legislative processes proceed faster.
Analyzing 17 Western European parliaments, Becker and Saalfeld (2004)
arrive at the conclusion that the legislative process on average takes around
four to five months. Yet it is also common that bills are negotiated for two
or even three years. Consequently, most legislative procedures fall in
between a time lag of 0 and 1 year. Therefore it is urgently needed to
construct data files which have time units that are shorter than one year.
The data set presented for the revised veto player index is based on

14

Since I have no data for the preferences of the presidents over time, I use the
party preferences of the president’s party from Party Manifesto Data.
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quarterly changes in institutional settings.15 This enables more refined lagstructures for empirical analysis. The result of this operationalization is
displayed in figure 9.
Figure 9 here
The correlation matrix shows that the various indices correlate quite
differently with each other and thus measure different things. There is a
clear divide between veto point and veto player indices which do not
correlate. However, veto point indices (Schmidt; Wagschal; Crepaz 2) are
closely connected. Tsebelis' index is quite isolated and correlates highly
with Lijphart’s executives-parties dimension (!) (Crepaz1) meaning that
the index potentially measures something other than veto player impact.
We find the same high correlation between Crepaz’ collective veto points
(which is Lijphart’s consensus democracy index) and polcon3. The
correlation also explicitly confirms that Tsebelis’ index is very different
from Henisz’ polcon indices, above all polcon5. Thus one should abstain
from applying Henisz’ indices when referring to Tsebelis’ veto player
theory as Henisz simply measures something other than veto player
effects. Finally, the correlation matrix demonstrates that time-variant
policy positions of veto players (Jahn1) considerably differ from timeinvariant measures (Tsebelis).
Table 2 here
My own indices correlate highly. Although the latter index (Jahn 2) is
theoretically and empirically more elaborated than the time-variant and
complemented improved Tsebelis index (Jahn 1) the distinctly high
correlation seems to indicate that the analytical gains do not fully translate
into empirical ones. However, it is obvious that my indices have the
highest degree of correlation with Tsebelis’ index. Further they are
considerably set apart from the veto point and polcon indices. We can
therefore unerringly assert that the new indices measure the veto player
concept more accurately than the hitherto existing.

15

Since it is difficult to include all government changes, I have decided for
units of analysis on a quarterly basis for each country from 1950 to 2005.
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Conclusion
The paper demonstrated that veto player analysis is distinct from veto
point analysis and that the former is superior to the latter with regard to
conceptualization, measurement and aggregation. Theoretically, veto
player analysis has a micro-foundation which allows for compiling
hypotheses about causal mechanisms to be tested in macro-comparative
analysis. However, the paper also clarified that similar analytical concepts
are measured in very different ways. This has severe consequences for
causal analysis and interpretation. If we test our theoretical concepts with
alternative empirical indicators our results are bound to be highly
ambiguous and disputable. Similar analytical concepts have to be
operationalized with indicators that produce similar results. This concern is
particularly relevant when operationalizing Tsebelis’ veto player approach
with the indicator developed by Henizs. Empirically, Tsebelis’ and Henisz’
indicators have very little in common. Analyses in which Henisz’ indicator
is applied and in which results are interpreted according to Tsebelis’ theory
are invalid.
The paper also showed ways to overcome some empirical weaknesses of
established veto player indices. Building on the theoretical foundation of
George Tsebelis’ veto player approach I have developed a new index that
includes changes in preferences and institutional settings. Furthermore,
this index is available for different ideological dimensions (so far the
Left/Right and Green/Growth dimensions) in annual as well as quarterly
units. In particular the latter aspect makes more sophisticated legislative
studies possible.
However, the elaborations of this paper only constitute the first step on the
way to improving veto player analysis. In particular, two aspects deserve
detailed examination in the years to come: First, the cohesion of political
actors and secondly, the inclusion of the European Union as veto player
(O’Reilly 2005; Jones and Lee 2008). The former aspect is mainly an
empirical question since coherence plays an important analytical role in
veto player theory. However, there are so far only very few reliable
indicators for party or government coherence which cover a substantive
number of countries (for a review of literature for his own index see
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Powell 2000: 58-67; also see Depauw and Martin 2009). Furthermore
these measures are time-invariant.16 Up to now only few approaches have
attempted to draw inferences about time-variant government parties’
coherence (Jahn and Oberst 2009).
The second challenge concerns the inclusion of international veto players.
It is controversially discussed which veto players should be included in the
analysis. The spectrum includes minimalistic (Tsebelis and Chang 2004:
460/1) as well as maximalistic approaches (Wagschal 2005). Parsimonious
approaches are favored as they have a sharper analytical focus than
maximalistic ones which oftentimes run the risk of measuring something
else and thus make tracing causal mechanisms difficult. The research on
the impact of international factors on domestic policies has gained
momentum in recent years (Jahn 2006). In future research especially the
European Union has to be taken into account since it increasingly shapes
its member states’ domestic policies. In this context it doesn’t suffice to
model the EU as a dummy variable assuming the same effect for all
countries. Instead a measure which grasps the EU’s position and relates the
results back to individual countries is required. In turn this means that the
EU’s positions need to be identified. In consequence, further research is
required to refine macro-comparative analysis of veto players.
Moreover we need a more sophisticated index of second chamber strength.
It is inadequate to either include only the most relevant or all relevant
second chambers. Lijphart’s ordinal scale is a good start (see also Tsebelis
and Money 1997; Bergman et al. 2003: 117-120). Yet what we need is an
interval-scaled index of second chamber strength.

16

Jones and Lee (2008) draw conclusions about party coherence in party systems from the respective incentives of personal vote (the stronger the element of
personal votes the more incoherent the parties in the party system). However, this
indicator is also time-invariant and treats all parties within a party system similarly. Both assumptions are not realistic. The same applies to Depauw and Martin’s (2009) index which is based on roll-call analysis. The only systematic comparative study, even though still time-invariant, which uses parties as a unit of
analysis has recently been presented by Paul Warwick (2006) in the context of his
analysis of policy horizons. However, his study includes only those WestEuropean parties in countries with a tradition of coalition governments.
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Turning away from veto player analysis’ dichotomy of policy stability
versus change presents an even bigger challenge. It would be a major
improvement if we were able to say more about the direction of change.
This could be achieved by combining veto player with agenda setting
analysis. However, this research is still in the fledgling stages and
presupposes a basic theoretical elaboration of both the veto player and
agenda setting approaches.
To sum up, much remains to be done in veto player analysis. Yet the veto
player approach has the potential to combine sophisticated empirical
analysis with solid social theory and may thus promote a new phase of
theoretically informed empirical analysis in macro-comparative research. I
hope that the here developed veto player indices are helpful to conduct
more refined empirical analysis in this spirit.
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Table 1: Conceptualization, Measurement and Aggregation of Veto Points/Player Analysis
Schmidt

Crepaz

Wagschal

Henizs
(polcon3)

Henizs
(polcon5)

Tsebelis

Maximum

Maximum

Maximum

Minimum

Maximum

Minimum

None
No
Yes

None
No
Yes

None
No
Yes

Hypothetical
Yes
No

Hypothetical
Yes
Yes

Empirical
Yes
No

Counting
ordinal
None

Factor Analysis
metric
None

Counting
ordinal
None

Preferences
metric
Hypothetical
Preferences

Preferences
metric
Hypothetical
Preferences

Preferences
metric
Empirical
Preferences

No
No

No
Very little

No
No

No
Yes

No
Yes

No
Yes

No

Very little

No

No

No

No

Aggregation

Unweighted Summing
Up

Factor Scores

Weighted Summing
Up

Ideological Range

Ideological Range

Ideological Range

Major Weakness

• No Preferences
• Redundancy
• time invariant
• little over all
Variance for TSCS‐
Analysis

• No Preferences
• Redundancy
• time invariant
• little over all
Variance for
TSCS‐
Analysis

• No Preferences
• Redundancy
• time invariant
• little over all
Variance for TSCS‐
Analysis

• Hypothetical
Preferences

• Hypothetical
Preferences
• Redundancy
• little over all
Variance for TSCS‐
Analysis

• time invariant
preferences and
institutional
settings
• Exclusion of
USA and Greece

Conceptualization
• Number of Veto
Points/Players
• Preferences
• Micro‐foundation
• Redundancy
Measurement
• Veto Points/Veto Players
• Level of Measurement
• Preferences
• Time Variance
‐ Preference of Actors
‐ Through Changing
Majorities
‐ Institutional Setting
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Table 2: Correlation Matrix of Various Veto Points and Veto Players Indices
Schmidt
Schmidt

Crepaz1

Crepaz2

Wagschal

Polcon3

Polcon5

Tsebelis

Jahn1

Jahn2

1.0000
1210

Crepaz1
Crepaz2
Wagschal
Polcon3
Polcon5
Tsebelis
Jahn1
Jahn2

0.1182

1.0000

1210

1227

0.6845
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Explanation: all correlations > .5 are bold. Upper line is Pearson’s r; lower line is number of observations.

Figure 1: Institutional Constraints on Central Governments (Schmidt)
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Figure 2: Collective Veto Points (Crepaz 1)
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Figure 3: Competitive Veto Points (Crepaz 2)
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Figure 4: Competitive Veto Points (Wagschal)
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Figure 5: Political Constraints on Policy Change (polcon3)
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Figure 6: Political Constraints on Policy Change (polcon5)
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Figure 7: Veto Player Analysis (Tsebelis)
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Figure 8: Veto Player Analysis (Jahn 1)
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Figure 9: Veto Player Analysis (Jahn 2)
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