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ABSTRACT 

This paper aims at mapping public managers' substantial influence on administrative reforms 

as a consequence of politicians' missing demand for influence. Since any major public sector 

management reform is closely linked with changes in the corresponding regulation, we essen-

tially focus on legislative-executive relations and, in particular, on the influence parliamenta-

rians exert on the respective bill. The introduction of a 'New Accounting Model' at the national 

level of the Swiss federal administration and the total revision of the Financial Budget Act 

serve as objects of in-depth study. Based on the tradition of policy-oriented legislative research 

the underlying assumption of the analysis is that parliamentarians' influence on legislation va-

ries according to the content of a specific policy. In order to disclose legislators' rationale to 

intervene in some aspects of the Financial Budget Act while being indifferent towards other 

regulations, a content analysis of the parliamentary debate over the draft bill is conducted. By 

matching every statement with the topic(s) addressed an unbiased picture of the debate is ob-

tained. In addition, the amount of statements devoted to a theme makes it possible to highlight 

'debate dominating topics' and infer an issue's relevance for parliamentarians. The analysis 

shows that topics related to the cornerstones of the reform were of low relevance to legisla-

tors. Instead, debate dominating topics inhered politically contestable issues. This, in turn, 

suggests that public managers enjoy substantial freedom of action concerning managerial 

realms due to politicians' missing demand for it. 
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INTRODUCTION 

During the last three decades, governments at all levels have been exposed to major reforms. A 

large part of these reforms set focus on innovating public administration structures and processes 

('management innovation', see Berry, 1994; Stata, 1989). The change of the accounting system 

from a cash basis to an accrual basis was one of the reform projects many governments have 

passed through, and some still do (Klaus Lüder & Rowan Jones, 2003; Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2004). 

In 2006, Switzerland started the implementation of the 'New Accounting Model (NAM)' at the na-

tional level and changed its system to full accrual accounting and budgeting. A lot of research has 

been done on content and process of accounting reforms in general (e.g. Bourmistrov & Mellem-

vik, 2005; Chan & Xiaoyue, 2002; K. Lüder & R. Jones, 2003; Montesionos & Vela, 2002; Olson, 

Guthrie, & Humphrey, 1998). Most of this research argues from an administrative point of view 

treating politics as context and politicians as one amongst other stakeholders. This contradicts the 

statement that 'the question of public finance is one of fundamental constitutional significance' 

(Pallot, 2006, p. 25). 

This paper focuses on the influence politicians had on this specific public sector management 

reform to the end that implications for public managers can be drawn with respect to the design 

of prospective administrative reforms. In other words, this article provides an evaluation of the 

substantial room to maneuver for public managers in setting up new structures and processes for 

their agencies by defining the venue politics demands for itself. Our objective is not to describe 

how public managers have exhibited strengths or weaknesses in relation to parliament. We rather 

want to realign the thinking about which aspects of the reform public managers may de facto 

decide by disclosing in which aspects of the reform politicians intervene. The following 'field 

specific' research question shall therefore be answered: What substantial influence may public 

managers exert on public sector management reforms as a consequence of politicians' missing 

demand for influence? The normative laden question of what public managers and politicians 

should do is not part of this analysis. 

When we talk about public managers' and politicians' influence on public sector management 

reform - in that case on the NAM -, we essentially focus on legislative-executive relations and, in 

particular, on legislature's influence on public administration's organization and functioning. This 

is because of two fundamental requirements for the civil service of democratic systems in order to 

claim legitimacy for specific actions: a legal basis and an adopted budget. Hence, a major innova-

tion concerning an administration's institutional set-up or its modus operandi is closely linked 

with changes in the respective legislation, the budget, or both (Dearing, 1994, p. 22). This paper 

illuminates the legislative aspect of influence and examines the influence Swiss legislators exerted 

on the revision of the Financial Budget Act; that is, the corresponding bill to the NAM. The focus 

on the chosen policy area and the empirical research are therefore directed towards answering 

the following 'project specific' research question:What substantial impact did Swiss legislators 

have on the revision of the Financial Budget Act? 

Existing theoretical foundations and approaches in legislative research are heavily based on find-

ings from the 1960s and 1970s (see Loewenberg, Patterson, & Jewell, 1985). Jegher (1999, p. 14) 

concludes that three possible points of departure can be drawn from this body of knowledge 
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when attempting to analyze parliamentary influence on legislation; thereby following the classic 

differentiation by scholars of political science between polity-, politics-, and policy-oriented ap-

proaches (e.g. Beyme, 2008, p. 29). Although each tradition has its specific strengths the authors 

of this paper prefer the policy-oriented approach, since it is more suited for answering the re-

search questions at hand, however. 

Conventional policy-oriented legislative research classifies draft bills according to policy domains 

proposed by Clausen (1977), to the policy's consequences defined by Lowi (1972) and/or to the 

policy's importance for the designated community proclaimed by Blondel (1970) and measures 

subsequently the degree of significant amendments (e.g. Jegher, 1999; Spitzer, 1983; Zehnder, 

1988). The amount of amendments, in turn, represents the indicator for legislators' degree of in-

fluence. This method is unrewarding due to one obvious but fundamental caveat: The conven-

tional approach is misleading because legislators' reservations about certain articles of the draft 

bill may relate to aspects others than those concerning the public sector management reform per 

se. Instead, a review of the parliamentarians' so called 'floor activity' is proposed in order to re-

veal legislators' substantial impact on this specific policy area ('floor activity', see Spitzer, 1983, p. 

561 ff.); that is, an evaluation of parliamentarians' statements in terms of content and magnitude 

based on protocols of the legislative procedure. The aim is to match every single statement dur-

ing the debate with the topic(s) the individual request to speak did address. The list of addressed 

topics results therefore from the analysis itself and is not compiled prior to it. 

In that sense, this paper illustrates, first, that the parliamentary debate was shaped by 17 overall 

topics - ranging from detailed aspects of the NAM to unspecific moral calls. Second, the debate 

was dominated by three topics; that is, 58% out of 1'188 statements made by parliamentarians 

addressed one of these three issues. The remaining 42% of parliamentarians' statements are al-

most equally scattered over the other 14 topics. Third, the three debate dominating topics do not 

address the cornerstones of the public sector management reform but inhere politically contesta-

ble issues. The inversion of this last finding represents the papers' concluding thesis: When de-

signing public sector management reforms undifferentiated preemptive obedience towards politics 

excludes feasible options. Public managers may de facto decide solely on managerial realms. 

STRUCTURE: In order to elaborate our argument we will, as a beginning, reveal dominant concepts 

for analyzing the nexus at hand and disclose existing knowledge about it. Next, the research de-

sign and the explication of the empirical data will be illustrated. Then, a brief description of the 

reforms’ cornerstones will build the background for presenting and discussing, subsequently, the 

results of the analysis before conclusions are drawn. 

RESEARCH ON LEGISLATIVE-EXECUTIVE RELATIONS 

Existing theoretical foundations and approaches in legislative research are heavily based on find-

ings from the 1960s and 1970s. With this respect, the miscellany edited by Loewenberg, Patterson 

& Jewell (1985) offers a comprehensive inventory of research conducted by leaders in this field of 

study. Jegher (1999, p. 14) concludes that three possible points of departure can be drawn from 

this body of knowledge when attempting to analyze parliamentary influence on legislation; there-

by following the classic differentiation by scholars of political science between polity-, politics-, 

and policy-oriented approaches (e.g. Beyme, 2008, p. 29).  
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POLITY-ORIENTED LEGISLATIVE RESEARCH is concerned with the study of rules, norms, institutions 

within which the legislature and the executive interact. From this perspective, the influence of 

parliaments on legislation is a consequence of their stance assigned by the general constitutional 

order of the specific country. One can think of presidential and parliamentary forms of govern-

ments to grasp the notion of the approach. In these two types of political systems the relationship 

between the executive and legislative branches of government differs most (see Jackson & Jack-

son, 1997, pp. 203-204). The United States is the oldest, classic form of presidential government 

shaped by the principle of 'separation of powers' and accomplished by the separation of the per-

sonnel of the various branches of the government. Within this system, the executive and legisla-

tive branches are selected independently and neither one has the ability to dissolve or remove the 

other from office - except in the case of incapacity or significant legal wrong-doing (Kreppel, 

2008, p. 161). In parliamentary governments such as the Westminster model, by contrast, a 

'separation of powers' and personnel does not exist. The executive branch is selected from with-

in, and by, the legislature. Systems following this type of model adhere to the principle of 'fusion 

of powers'; that is, the unification of the executive and legislative branches (Jackson & Jackson, 

1997, p. 204). Formally, the executive branch is responsible to the legislature throughout its te-

nure. Regardless of the electoral cycle, this means that the executive can be removed from office 

any time should a majority of the legislature oppose it (Kreppel, 2008, p. 161).Vice versa, the 

constellation leads to the fact that the executive is the law-making part of the allegorical two-

body image whereas the parliament turns into a law-giving role. Therefore, Westminster-like par-

liaments are more an 'arena'. They are platforms where the non-governing parties' function is not 

law-making but to uncover the processes from which individual bills result (Polsby, 1975, p. 277 

ff.). With respect to the parliaments' influence on legislation Lijphart (1984, p. 78 ff.) concludes 

that the stronger the separation of powers between the executive and the legislature is, the more 

independent parliamentarians act and the more influence the parliament has on legislation. Form 

his analysis of 21 democracies the author classifies the United States' Congress as 'strikingly po-

werful' and the Swiss Federal Assembly as 'the second powerful legislature'.  

POLITICS-ORIENTED LEGISLATIVE RESEARCH is concerned with the political process that precedes legis-

lation. From this perspective, a polity-oriented analysis of legislative-executive relations in the 

cases of parliamentary systems is misleading, because a two-body image of the two branches of 

government as a sort of rivals does not exist. Therefore, King (1976, pp. 20-21) noted that an 

analysis based on the notion of separation of powers is not sufficient in explaining the nexus. 

According to him, political parties play a vital role for the analysis of the relationship between the 

legislature and the executive (King, 1976, p. 12). King's analytical conception requires an identifi-

cation and separate consideration of a number of quite distinct political relationships when trying 

to understand the phenomena. In addition, these relationships tend to vary considerably from 

country to country (King, 1976, p. 11). In essence, the author identifies, depending on the system 

of government, four 'modes of legislative-executive relations' according to which the impact of 

assemblies on legislation varies (King, 1976, pp. 12-20, 31-32): 'intra-party mode', 'opposition 

mode', 'non-party mode', and 'cross-party mode'. King's approach of defining dominant modes of 

interaction between the executive and the legislature represents one alternative of the politics-

oriented legislative research. Instead of analyzing relationships, Loewenberg& Patterson (1979, p. 

212 ff.) focus on the decision-making processand try to uncover voting patterns of legislators. De-

pending on the specific system of government parliamentarians may vote based on individual 
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preferences, align with the party line or decide according to ad hoc coalitions as the case arises 

(see also Collie, 1985, p. 497). A party's relevance for and, hence, the legislator's influence on 

law-making can be inferred from the party structure, its relative strength compared to other par-

ties, its ideology, its stance within the political system and its function in the process of making 

the executive branch of government. Loewenberg & Mans (1988, pp. 175-176) studied the legisla-

tures of Belgium, Italy and Switzerland with respect to these characteristics. Of the three parlia-

ments, the Swiss Federal Assembly and the Swiss legislators respectively turned out to be the least 

party organized and showed a low party loyalty; implying a high impact of the Swiss legislature 

as a government power on law-making compared to the executive branch of government.  

POLICY-ORIENTED LEGISLATIVE RESEARCH assumes that political relationships and decision-making 

processes described above are heavily dependent on the content of a specific bill. In other words, 

the policy-coalition is mainly a function of policy content (Collie, 1985, p. 483). Clausen (1977) 

defined for the United States' legislation five policy domains that prescribed the durability and 

dominance of congressional voting alignments and have come to constitute the framework within 

which policy coalitions are assessed: 'government management', 'social welfare', 'international 

involvement', 'civil liberties', and 'agricultural assistance' (Collie, 1985, p. 482). Somehow on a 

more abstract level of analysis is the policy scheme developed by Lowi (1972, p. 299 f., 1975, pp. 

132-143) thereby assuming that 'policies determine politics'. His study focuses on the overall con-

sequences of aspecific policy. One might classify bills according to whether they aim at 

'redistributing' goods (fiscal, monetary, social welfare policies), at 'distributing' them (pork barrel 

and other concrete, discrete benefits), at 'regulating' activities (manipulation of individual conduct 

through sanctions) or whether they represent a 'constituent or system maintenance policy' (ad-

ministrative, overhead policies) (Spitzer, 1983, p. 556). Lowi (1972, pp. 306-307, 1975, pp. 132-

143) is able to show that Congress' impact, measured as amendment counts on passed bills, is 

lowest for distributive policies, is superior for redistributive policies and is the highest for regula-

tive policies. Yet another strand within the policy-oriented legislative research represents the no-

tion developed by Blondel (1970). In an attempt to measure generally the part played by assem-

blies in the field of rule-making, the author proposes to focus on the importance of individual 

bills measured by the extent to which they appear to be designed to affect the community (Blon-

del, 1970, pp. 73-74). 

The different approaches to legislative-executive relations can be classified according to the pers-

pective of analysis each claims. The classification has implications for the underlying question of 

this paper. If parliamentarians matter in public sector management reform is illuminated by the 

polity-oriented approach, point of departure is the constitution of a specific country and the rights 

and duties it allocates to each branch of government - particularly with respect to the area of the 

administration's organization and functioning. The legislative-executive relations and the degree 

of legislatures' influence on law-making are therefore evaluated from a 'static' point of view; be-

cause changes in these relations are only possible if the structural order between the two 

branches alters: for example when competences are reallocated. The politics-oriented approach 

sets its focus on the analysis of relationships between the actors. The question whether politicians 

matter in public sector management reform is examined by observing the process of law-making 

and the distinctive relational patterns arising from it. The policy-approach is interested in the spe-

cific output of a law-making process. From this perspective, if politicians matter in public sector 
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management reform or not is contingent upon the specific policy domain, its consequences and 

the bills' importance for the affected community. 

Existing research on politicians' relevance for public sector management reform is unsatisfactory 

due to several reasons. First, different notions about the 'right' political order lead to different 

conceptions about legislatures and their function within the system of government. Rockman 

(1985, p. 519) therefore recalls that for polity-oriented legislative research 'much of the literature 

on […] executive-legislative relations […] is either straightforwardly or implicitly prescriptive, per-

vaded by assumptions about government and its proper institutional arrangements, activities, and 

norms'. Second, to put the different ideological party positions and the various political ambitions 

of parliamentarians at the center of attention might be helpful for politics-oriented approaches to 

explain legislator's bid for influence concerning politically sensitive bills but leaves us in the dark 

about more uncontroversial acts. Third, although research led by the premise of 'policies deter-

mine politics' represents a reasonable approximation to the centre of interest (Lowi, 1972, p. 299), 

the very aspect of what substantial impact parliamentarians exert on public sector management 

reform is left untouched. 

A typical approach for these last kind of studies is to classify draft bills according to policy do-

mains proposed by Clausen (1977), to the policy's consequences defined by Lowi (1972) and/or 

to the policy's importance for the affected community proclaimed by Blondel (1970) and to 

measure subsequently the degree of significant amendments (e.g. Jegher, 1999; Spitzer, 1983; 

Zehnder, 1988). Based on this methodology, Zehnder (1988, p. 81) was able to show for the 

Swiss Federal Assembly that the frequency of modification is significantly above the average for 

draft bills concerning 'economic policy', 'social welfare' or 'agriculture'; for draft bills implying 

'redistributive' consequences; and for policies classified as 'important' for the designated commu-

nity. By contrast, draft bills concerning 'security policy', 'foreign policy', 'government manage-

ment' or 'transport and energy policy'; draft bills implying 'constituent policy'; and policies classi-

fied as 'unimportant' for the respective community have a frequency of modification that lies sig-

nificantly below the average (Zehnder, 1988, pp. 81-82). From these results it is then inferred that 

legislators exert more or less influence on a specific policy area. The authors of this paper assume 

that this research strategy does not disclose the full picture.  

The Financial Budget Act can be classified with respect to the policy domain as a bill concerning 

'government management', with regard to its consequences as a 'constituent or system mainten-

ance policy' and the relevance for the designated community as 'important' - in this case affecting 

the legislative and the executive branch of government ("Bundesgesetz über den eidgenössischen 

Finanzhaushalt," 2005, article 2). Applying the first two categorizations just described to the Fi-

nancial Budget Act would suggest a below the average frequency of modification and hence a 

low influence of parliamentarians on the bill. In fact, the Financial Budget Act differs remarkably 

from the draft version. Parliamentarians exerted a high influence by making amendments in 20 

out of 67 articles, which affected overwhelmingly key aspects of the bill (for 'key aspects' see 

Zehnder, 1988, p. 61). Although this fact supports Blondel's (1970, pp. 73-74) proposition that it is 

a bill's importance for the designated community that predicts legislature's extent of influence, the 

approach does not disclose the rationale that leads parliamentarians to intervene only in certain 

regulations of the Financial Budget Act and amend the draft bill. Is it really the design of the ac-

counting model that triggered political attention and subsequently intervention? 
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In order to explain the significant intervention of parliamentarians, an analysis of the concrete 

content of the parliamentary debate on the Financial Budget Act is necessary. This strategy ex-

amines the specific areas of the debate, illustrates the aspects of interest and thereby allows sub-

sequently to infer the parliamentarians' substantial relevance for the public sector management 

reform. 

METHOD AND DATA 

Research Design 

The research design discloses the very idea of this paper, as the logical model of proof that con-

nects the empirical data to a study's research questions and, ultimately, to its conclusions. In 

doing so, three questions will be answered in the course of this chapter: what questions to study, 

what data are relevant and need to be collected, and how to analyze the results (Yin, 2009, p. 26 

ff.).  

WHAT QUESTIONS TO STUDY? The introduction of the NAM at the national level of the Swiss public 

administration and the corresponding revision of the Financial Budget Act respectively serve as 

objects of in-depth study. Within the tradition of policy-oriented legislative research the case aims 

at investigating the particularity and the complexity of a single reform in order to draw, ideally, 

more general conclusions considering legislature's influence on public sector management re-

forms (Lamnek, 1995, p. 5 f.; Stake, 1995, p. xi). The inversion of this conclusion allows ultimately 

to evaluate what substantial influence public managers may exert on this field. The focus on the 

chosen policy area and the empirical research are therefore directed towards answering the 

'project specific' research question:What substantial impact did Swiss legislators have on the revi-

sion of the Financial Budget Act? 

WHAT DATA ARE RELEVANT AND NEED TO BE COLLECTED? As stated in the introduction, this paper sets 

its focus on the legislative aspect of influence. Remaining on the level of the various classification 

systems introduced above would imply to measure the Swiss parliamentarians' influence on the 

Financial Budget Act and thus their relevance for public sector management reform by counting 

the amendments made. As broached the issue before, this method is unrewarding due to one 

obvious but fundamental caveat. Theconventional approach is misleading because legislators' 

reservations about certain articles of the draft bill may relate to aspects others than those concern-

ing the public sector management reform per se - one can think of judicial issues or editorially 

induced changes, for instance. Instead, the authors of this paper propose to conduct a review of 

the parliamentarians' so called 'floor activity' in order to reveal legislators' influence in this specific 

policy area; that is, an evaluation of parliamentarians' statements in terms of content and magni-

tude. The unit of analysis therefore is the individual parliamentarian who participated in the de-

bate. The aim is to match every single statement during the debate with the topic(s) it addressed. 

In which way these data will allow to draw a more accurate answer to the project specific re-

search question is the subject of the final aspect of the research design. 

HOW TO ANALYZE THE RESULTS? In order to disclose the logic that links the data collected by the 

proposed approach and the research questions stated before, one can start with some conditions 
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of the Swiss legislative procedure and the organization of the parliamentary debate, respectively 

(Schweiz Bundesamt für Justiz, 2007, pp. 19 ff., 60 ff.): The Swiss legislative procedure can be 

divided in a pre-parliamentary and a parliamentary phase (seeTable 1). 

The pre-parliamentary phase is characterized as a process where public administration agencies, 

parliamentarians, experts and interested stakeholders may participate in the preparation of the 

draft bill, however. Its end is marked by the composition of the draft bill, in this case the draft 

Financial Budget Act ("Bundesgesetz über den eidgenössischen Finanzhaushalt (Entwurf)," 2005), 

and the so called 'Botschaft' (see Bundesrat, 2004); a corresponding explanatory document con-

cerning the draft bill. Both documents are prepared by the Swiss executive branch of government 

for the attention of the two chambers of the Swiss Federal Assembly, the National Council and the 

Council of States. The Financial Budget Act's parliamentary phase started when the draft bill and 

the 'Botschaft' were submitted to the finance committee of the first chamber, which is the Nation-

al Council. The committee, then, passed the draft bill to the Plenary Assembly of the National 

Council. Next, the draft bill and the one including the amendments of the first parliamentary 

chamber were passed to the finance committee of the second chamber, which is the Council of 

States. It debated on both versions of the Financial Budget Act and handed them over to the Ple-

nary Assembly of the Council of States. Since there was no consent about the draft bill's final ver-

sion, it was sent back and forth to each chamber in order to reconsider the divergent suggestions 

and come to a final conclusion over which it could be voted in the Plenary Assemblies of both 

Chambers. The Financial Budget Act was ultimately adopted by both chambers in October 2005. 

 

Legislative Procedure Debating Entity  Timeframe 

A. Pre-parliamentary 
Phase 

   

 Sounding Board   

B. Parliamentary Phase    

Debate of each article    

 1st Chamber: National Council 
Finance Committee 31.1. - 15.2.2005 

Plenary Assembly 8.3. - 17.3.2005 

 2nd Chamber: Council of States 
Finance Committee 21.3. - 10.5.2005 

Plenary Assembly 13.6.2005 
Composition of differences    

 1st Chamber: National Council 
Finance Committee 24. - 26.8.2005 

Plenary Assembly 19.9.2005 

 2nd Chamber: Council of States 
Finance Committee 21.09.2005 

Plenary Assembly 28.9.2005 

 1st Chamber: National Council 
Finance Committee 3.10.2005 

Plenary Assembly 3.10.2005 

 2nd Chamber: Council of States 
Finance Committee 4.10.2005 

Plenary Assembly 4.10.2005 
Final vote    

 1st Chamber: National Council Plenary Assembly 7.10.2005 
 2nd Chamber: Council of States Plenary Assembly 7.10.2005 

Table 1:  Relevant legislative procedures and debating entities 
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Irrespective of the specific entity that is dealing with the draft bill during the parliamentary phase, 

each debateof the legislative procedure is organized according to the bill's chronological order; 

that is, article one is discussed first, then the legislators proceed with article two, and so on. If 

articles relate to each other they can be discussed altogether. An article is passed without discus-

sion and without voting, if there is consent among parliamentarians about a specific regulation. 

Thus, statements, discussions and voting over a regulation originate when there are divergent 

ideas about the content or the formulation of an article.  

A systematic analysis of the topics addressed by occurring statements allows, first, to draw an 

unbiased picture of the aspects that dominated the parliamentary debate on the revision of the 

Financial Budget Act. The evaluation makes it, next, possible to assess a topic's relevance for par-

liamentarians compared to that of others - thereby assuming that relevance is positively linked to 

the amount of statements made. Last, the proposed approach highlights the parliamentarians' de 

facto bid for influence by identifying areas of intense relevance and thereby revealing if the very 

cornerstones of the public sector management reform are of relevance to legislators or not - as-

suming that the bid for influence is positively linked with the amount of statements made con-

cerning an individual topic. 

Data 

According to the framework just illustrated the empirical base of the study consists of the Swiss 

Federal Assemblies' protocols concerning the revision of the Financial Budget Act. In total, 343 

pages of protocols were analyzed covering a time span of almost four years (November 2001 until 

October 2005). With the help of MAXQDA2007, a widely used text analysis software in social 

sciences, every request to speak was coded, first, according to the specific parliamentarian and 

next, according to the topic(s) the request to speak addressed. The final list of topics addressed 

represents a result of the analysis and was not compiled prior to it. Requests to speak from the 

Federal Council (the executive branch of the Swiss government), exponents of the Federal 

Finance Administration (FFA) or experts were excluded, so that only parliamentarians’ statements 

could be analyzed. 

NEW ACCOUNTING MODEL OF THE SWISS CONFEDERATION 

In summer 2000, Peter Siegenthaler, director of the FFA, received an external report about a 'New 

federal accounting model' (see Schedler & Knechtenhofer, 2000). Based on this report he started 

the formal project within the FFA which aimed at implementing a new accounting model for the 

federal administration. Compared to the external report the version of the model sent to the 

finance committees of both chambers and therefore proposed by the FFA to introduce differed 

substantially. Particularly, all NPM-elements were removed from the initial model (Summermatter 

& Schedler, 2009, p. 14). The corresponding bill to the FFA-model was debated according to the 

legislative procedure depicted in Table 1. In the pre-parliamentary phase Peter Siegenthaler estab-

lished a Sounding Board that consisted of representatives of the two finance committees. Its aim 

was twofold: On the one hand, the Sounding Board represented formally an entity that should 

ensure the continuous reporting of the project activities to other parliamentarians. On the other 

hand, the Sounding Board was a vehicle to ensure political feasibility of the public sector man-

agement reform. 
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In order to assess whether politicians discussed cornerstones of the NAM during the legislative 

procedure or not, constitutive elements of the new model are described below. According to the 

official brochure of the New Accounting Model the most important new elements can be stated as 

follows (Federal Finance Administration, 2008, p. 6): 

- "[...] Thebasic components of the NAM are [...] the income statement, the balance sheet and 

the financing and cash flow statement. At the level of administrative units, investments are 

posted separately. This statement of investments is combined with the items from the in-

come statement for the purpose of credit appropriation to form the «credit view», which is 

being introduced as the new budget format at the level of administrative units. 

- [...] The income statement is the foundation for accounting and budgeting, performed on a 

decentralized basis at the administrative units, as well as for the Confederation’s budget 

and financial statement [...]. 

- Transition to a business-oriented accounting system: This is based on the principle of ac-

crual accounting and budgeting [...]. 

- [...] In following the International Public Sector Accounting Standards (IPSAS), the new 

accounting system ensures transparent government accounts and a high standard of finan-

cial reporting. [...] In the balance sheet, in particular, the application of new principles re-

sults in significant valuation adjustments. 

- [...] The financing statement remains in the foreground for overall fiscal policy manage-

ment of the federal budget [...]. The new sources of information provide a clearer picture 

of the federal budget as a whole, the spending trends in the various task areas, and the fi-

nancial situation within the administrative units.  

The underlying principle of dual control in the NAM results in some completely new fea-

tures, particularly for the administrative units, which are now managed on the basis of the 

income statement and the statement of investments as well as operational cost accounting. 

Along with the credit responsibility being further decentralized to the consumer units, the 

improved management information fosters greater cost awareness and value-for-money 

public management. [...] 

Furthermore, the FLAG model will be extended to numerous other administrative units. 

- [...] In certain areas, the exchange of goods and services within the federal administration 

is treated as a credit. With the use of internal service charges, the Confederation wants to 

raise the level of cost transparency in public management and also create competition be-

tween internal suppliers and external competitors. Both of these objectives aim to improve 

operating efficiency. The application of internal service charges is only possible if the ser-

vice provider uses cost and performance accounting. 

- Cost accounting is being introduced comprehensively at the federal level along with [per-

formance] accounting. [...] The expansion of management information allows a focused 

cost management for the administrative units and, at a federal level, the use of ben-

chmarking tools. 
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- [...] Reporting has been given a complete makeover, which includes new content. [...] The 

new financial reporting strives to present a factual, clear and understandable picture of the 

Confederation’s earnings, financing and asset situation. One new component of reporting 

is the extended notes section, which provides additional information on the budget and fi-

nancial statements." 

Based on these main features, topics in Table 2 addressing cornerstones of the New Accounting 

Model were marked grey. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Results 

In total, 52 issues were addressed by politicians in the course of the legislative procedure. Some 

of them related to each other and treated different aspects of the same topic. It was therefore 

possible to group them and build 17 overall topics. Table 2 shows the results of the analysis. The 

vertical axis lists the 17 different topics. The horizontal axis is organized according to the debating 

entities of the legislative procedure. Before evaluating the 'Overall Debate Dominance' of the var-

ious topics, each entity is considered separately: in this way, the dominance of each topic with 

respect to the debates of the Sounding Board, the National Council's Finance Committee, the Ple-

nary Assembly of the National Council, the Council of States' Finance Committee, and the Plenary 

Assembly of the Council of States is assessed: 

SOUNDING BOARD: In total, 173 statements were made by parliamentarians in the pre-

parliamentarian phase. The most thematized issue in the Sounding Board's meetings was the 

prospective 'Budget's granularity' (27%), followed by topics concerning the 'Accounting policy' 

such as accruals and third party funds (17%). No or almost no statements were made relating to 

the 'Implementation of the NAM' (0%), 'Cantons and the NAM' (0%) or 'Management by perfor-

mance contracts and one-line budgets' (1%). 

NATIONAL COUNCIL’S FINANCE COMMITTEE: By contrast, the finance committee of the National 

Council debated to a large extent about the shifting competencies and the changing relationship 

between the Federal Assembly, the Federal Council and the public administration (35% out of 364 

total statements made by parliamentarians of this debating entity). To a lesser extent statements 

about the ‘Defusing respectively accentuation of the debt break’ (19%) and issues relating to 

'Credit lines' (12%) dominated the debate during the committee's sessions. Aspects concerning 

'Implementation of the NAM', 'Cash vs. accrual accounting' and 'Cost and performance account-

ing' were not addressed. 

PLENARY ASSEMBLY OF THE NATIONAL COUNCIL: In total, parliamentarians made 192 statements dur-

ing their meetings. The cases in point in the Plenary Assembly of the National Council were the 

'Defusing respectively accentuation of the debt break’ and the changing 'Power relations between 

branches of government'. Parliamentarians addressed the first of these two topics in 192 state-

ments; that is, 39% of all statements of this debating entity. The changing relationship between 

legislature and the two branches of the executive, the other dominating topic of the plenary de-
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bate, accounts for 33% of the parliamentarians' statements. Among other topics, 'Implementation 

of the NAM', 'Management by performance contracts and one-line budgets' as well as 'Interna-

tional Public Sector Accounting Standards (IPSAS)' were not addressed. 

COUNCIL OF STATES' FINANCE COMMITTEE: Issues about the changing 'Power relations between 

branches of government' represented 27% out of 367 statements made in the finance committee 

of the Council of States. 23% of the statements made focused on the reforms' effects on 'Credits 

lines'. In contrast to the National Council's finance committee and its plenary assembly, the Coun-

cil of States' finance committee debate was to a considerable extent shaped by 'Juridical reserva-

tions' (11%). The committee debated also, among other topics, about 'Accounting policy' (9%), 

the 'Defusing respectively accentuation of the debt break’ (5%) and 'Management by performance 

contracts and one-line budgets' (5%). In addition, 'Public administration efficiency' was not ad-

dressed and only a few statements related to the 'Implementation of the NAM' (1%), 'Cost and 

performance accounting' (1%) and 'Budget's granularity' (1%). 
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Power relations between branches of government 29% 8% 35% 33% 27% 40% 

Defusing resp. accentuation of the debt break 15% 2% 19% 39% 5% 14% 

Credit lines 14% 9% 12% 3% 23% 12% 

Accounting policy 9% 17% 7% 4% 9% 3% 

Juridical reservations 5% 1% 1% 1% 11% 13% 

Budget's granularity 5% 27% 3% 0% 1% 0% 

Reporting 5% 8% 7% 3% 3% 3% 

Transparency issues 4% 2% 6% 6% 2% 2% 
International Public Sector Accounting Standards 

(IPSAS) 
4% 3% 6% 0% 5% 3% 

Control of administration 3% 10% 1% 5% 1% 3% 
Management by performance contracts and one-line 

budgets 
2% 1% 0% 0% 5% 2% 

Cantons and the NAM 1% 0% 1% 0% 4% 0% 

Moral calls 1% 0% 1% 4% 0% 1% 

Cost and performance accounting 1% 6% 0% 1% 1% 0% 

Cash vs. accrual accounting 1% 3% 0% 1% 2% 0% 
Public administration efficiency 1% 3% 1% 2% 0% 2% 

Implementation of the NAM 0% 0% 0% 0% 1% 0% 

Table 2:  Topics addressed during the parliamentary debate in the course of the Financial 
Budget Act's revision 

 

PLENARY ASSEMBLY OF THE COUNCIL OF STATES: Out of 92 statements made by parliamentarians of 

the Council of States 40% concerned the changing relationship between the legislature, the Feder-

al Council and the public administration. Far less dominating were statements related to the 

'Defusing respectively accentuation of the debt break’ (14%), 'Juridical reservations' (13%), and 
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'Credit lines' (12%). No statements were made concerning the 'Implementation of the NAM', 'Cash 

vs. accrual accounting', 'Cost and performance accounting', 'Cantons and the NAM' and 'Budget's 

granularity'. 

The examination of the legislative procedure counted a total of 1'188 statements from parliamen-

tarians. Overall, each finance committee accounts for 31% of the total statements made. The Na-

tional Council's Plenary Assembly accounts for 16% of all statements and hence doubles the 

amount of statements made by the Plenary Assembly of the Council of States. The remaining 14% 

of statements were made within the Sounding Board. 

The spread of the 'Overall Debate Dominance' of the various topics is illustrated in the first col-

umn of Table 2. 29% of these statements thematized the changing 'Power relations between 

branches of government'. Most of these statements, in turn, were made by the National Council's 

Finance Committee (37%). The 'Defusing respectively accentuation of the debt break’ represents 

the second most addressed topic and amounts for 15% of all statements. Most statements that 

addressed this item stem from the Plenary Assembly of the National Council (42%). 'Credit lines' 

represents the third most addressed topic and accounts for 14% of the total statements made by 

parliamentarians during the relevant legislative procedure. The highest amount of statements con-

cerning this issue stem from the Council of States' Finance Committee (54%). 

Discussion 

FINDINGS: The method used and illustrated in the research design claimed to provide three in-

sights: first, to draw an unbiased picture of the aspects that dominated the parliamentary debate; 

second, to assess a topic's relevance for parliamentarians compared to that of others; and third, to 

highlight the parliamentarians' de facto bid for influence by revealing if the cornerstones of the 

public sector management reform are of relevance to them or not. 

Overall, one can note that almost 60% of statements made by parliamentarians addressed either 

issues related to 'Power relations between branches of government', the 'Defusing respectively 

accentuation of the debt break’, or aspects of the 'Credit lines'. These topics dominated the debate 

on the revision of the Financial Budget Act. Topics related to the cornerstones of the NAM were 

of lower relevance to parliamentarians. In total, the 7 NAM-related topics highlighted in grey ac-

count for only 24% of all statements. For example, the fundamental question whether cash or 

accrual should be the accounting principle was hardly discussed; only 14 statements - 1% of all 

statements - addressed this issue. These results show that parliamentarians' bid for influence in 

the course of the Financial Budget Act's revision focused on other aspects than those concerning 

the public sector management reform itself. 

Considering the different legislative entities involved in the revision of the bill one can hold that 

although it is the Plenary Assembly of each chamber that ultimately votes on the Financial Budget 

Act, it is the finance committee of the each chamber which shapes the debate: 62% out of 1'188 

statements stem from either the National Council's or the Council of States' finance committee. 

This finding confirms Lüthi's (1997, p. 69) conclusion that the Federal Assembly's legislative 

commissions impact the decision-making process to a great extent since their amendments are 

almost always accepted by the Plenary Assemblies. 
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IMPLICATIONS FOR THE PROJECT SPECIFIC RESEARCH QUESTION: As its project specific research question 

this paper illuminated the substantial influence Swiss legislators had on the revision of the Finan-

cial Budget Act. Zehnder's (1988, p. 77) empirically founded study about the Federal Assembly's 

varying influence on legislation would have suggested a low impact - based on Clausen's (1977) 

classification system of policy domains and Lowi's (1972) categorization of the bill's consequences. 

Only Blondel's (1970) approach of considering a specific bill's importance for the affected com-

munity led to the assumption that there would have to be interventions by the parliament. In this 

case, parliamentarians intervened enormously by making 20 amendments and thereby influencing 

also key aspects of the bill. How is it possible to explain the rationale of these various interven-

tions? We argue here that Cluasen's (1977), Lowi's (1972) and Blondel's (1970) approaches need 

to be applied within the different facets of a specific bill in order to understand legislator's bid for 

influence in some aspects and explain their indifference towards other regulations.  

Starting with Clausen's (1977) policy domains one can infer that NAM-related topics were not of 

particular dominance because they all deal with 'government management' issues. According to 

Lowi (1972) one can explain legislators' lack of interest in these aspects by acknowledging that 

the NAM cornerstones' consequences produce 'constituent and system maintenance' effects. 

Blondel's (1970) argument would explain legislators' low interest in NAM-related by the fact that 

the concrete design of the reform is primarily designated to affect public administration's em-

ployees and not parliamentarians. 

What triggered political attention and led to a high modification were on the one hand topics that 

were significant either because of their consequences or their importance for politicians: State-

ments about 'Power relations between branches of government', 'Defusing respectively accentua-

tion of the debt break’, or the 'Credit lines' imply regulative consequences in one or another way 

and are therefore consistent with Lowi's (1975, p. 132 ff.) analysis. The importance of these topics 

for parliamentarians can be disclosed by explicating their content: 'Power relations between 

branches of government' represents an item which mainly includes statements about changing 

competencies between the Federal Assembly and the Federal Council; it is an expression of a 

classic struggle for power between different branches of government. Second, the so-called 'Debt 

Break' represents for most center-right politicians an outstanding political achievement. It came 

into effect in 2003 and aims at balancing government expenses and revenue in order to reduce 

the budget deficit. The debt break, thus, limits parliament's financial room to maneuver to a max-

imum of yearly new debt. The great extent of statements addressing this topic is on the one hand 

due to attempts of leftist parliamentarians to soften this institution in the course of the bill's revi-

sion. On the other hand the vast amount of statements is caused by counter-arguments of the 

debt break's advocates and their attempts to enshrine a more restrictive use of it. The third topic 

in this row and the statements categorized under 'Credit lines' deal with the procedure for allot-

ting multiannual financial obligations transparently to the executive - again a discussion about 

how to retain Federal Assembly's budget authority while providing the executive branch the pos-

sibility to plan beyond the yearly budget. In essence, these topics inhere politically contestable 

issues. This means that they share characteristics which presume an above the average frequency 

of modification by legislators. The result may therefore be characterized as being consistent with 

Blondel's (1970) argument. This way of applying the different classification systems allows under-

standing why there are ‘government management’ policies which parliamentarians amend. 
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In sum, one can hold that the debate was one the one hand coined by discussions concerning 

the allocation of competencies between the different branches of government. On the other hand, 

the debate over the Financial Budget Act’s revision represented a forum where political parties of 

different ideological stands sought to shape the bill according to their orientation. Considering the 

‘project specific’ research question it can therefore be concluded that politicians had little substan-

tial influence on the public sector management reform since statements concerning NAM-related 

topics did not change any of the cornerstones that were designed by the public administration 

itself.  

LIMITATIONS: The findings and implications just presented are confined due to the methodological 

approach and the NAM/Financial Budget Act as chosen objects of in-depth study. The approach 

undertaken here focused on the analysis of statements made by parliamentarians during sessions 

in the pre-parliamentary and the parliamentary phase; that is, during the official political decision-

making process. The overall forming of the political will where political feasibility is assessed by 

public managers involves more than the Sounding Board's discussions examined here. Politically 

relevant actions and decisions made during informal talks as described by Summermatter & 

Schedler (2009) were therefore not systematically considered. Nevertheless, it can be argued that 

the picture of the debate presented here accurately maps the political process since debate domi-

nating topics remained the same throughout the legislative procedure and the entities involved. 

Another caveat concerns the objects of in-depth study. The NAM and the Financial Budget Act as 

the corresponding bill to the reform focus on one public sector management reform. Implications 

drawn from this case need therefore to be treated with caution when trying to draw inferences for 

other public sector management reforms within Switzerland and outside the country. Yet, the fact 

that the implementation of the NAM and the complete revision of the Financial Budget Act 

represent major reforms within the Swiss public administration and the local legal order implies a 

particular attention of legislators. The case may therefore claim to be an object of study from 

which essential insights for other public sector management reforms may be drawn. With respect 

to their transferability to other political systems it remains disputable if these findings apply as 

well to parliamentary systems where a unification of the executive and the legislative branches 

exists. 

CONCLUSION 

This paper examined the substantial influence politicians have on public administration manage-

ment reforms in order to answer the question of what substantial influence public managers may 

de facto exert as a consequence of politicians' missing demand. Since any major reform of the 

public administration apparatus is also linked with changes in the respective legislation, the au-

thors of this paper set focus on the legislative aspect of influence. The NAM and the revision of 

the corresponding bill served as objects of in-depth study. In particular, we asked what substan-

tial impact Swiss legislators had on the revision of the Financial Budget Act.  

Content wise the parliamentary debate on the revision of the Financial Budget Act thematized 17 

overall topics. The discussions were overwhelmingly dominated by three recurring issues: 'Power 

relations between branches of government', the 'Defusing respectively accentuation of the debt 

break’, and aspects of the 'Credit lines'; implying a higher relevance of these topics for parliamen-



Do Politicians Matter in Public Sector Management Reform? or What Room to Maneuver Do Public Managers Have? 

15   Paper for 14th IRSPM Conference 

tarians compared to the remaining 14 themes. Surprisingly, the common denominator of the de-

bate dominating topics was none of the aspects that one would immediately relate to the NAM. 

Instead, parliamentarians discussed over issues that can rather be characterized as 'immediate 

political effects' of the NAM in terms of consequences and importance. 

From a policy-oriented legislative research perspective it was noted that conventional research 

strategies of this field concentrate on significant amendments parliamentarians make in order to 

measure their influence on the specific bill. Although these approaches represent a reasonable 

approximation to the center of interest, the very aspect of what substantial impact parliamenta-

rians exert on public sector management reform is left untouched, since amendments may be 

based on reservations others than those concerning the cornerstones of the reform. Instead, an 

evaluation of parliamentarians’ statements in terms of content and magnitude was proposed in 

order to satisfy the research interest. 

In the end, the urge for determining legislature’s influence on public sector management reform is 

based on the intention to draw conclusions relevant to public managers. In this respect, the anal-

ysis leads to two insights. First, due to politicians’ missing demand for influence in managerial 

realms public managers enjoy substantial freedom of action concerning these aspects. The case of 

the NAM and the revision of the Financial Budget Act illustrated that legislators' interest in the 

cornerstones of the reform ranged from low to no interest at all throughout the legislative proce-

dure. We therefore conclude, secondly, that when designing public sector management reforms 

undifferentiated preemptive obedience towards politics excludes feasible options.   
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