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1 Introduction

Governments lose votes over time. More precisely, on average, governments in electoral democracies
lose voter support from the time they are elected to when they run as incumbents in subsequent
elections. This ‘cost of governing” is so consistently observed that it assumes a place in the pantheon
of law-like phenomena in political science. (Some scholars use the term ‘cost of ruling’ to denote
the same phenomenon. In the following, I use the slightly more commonly used label ‘cost of
governing’). However, the set of challenges facing governments is not reducible to diminished
electoral support. And whereas the electoral costs of holding government office are well-established,
costs along non-electoral dimensions are less well-documented, much less understood.

This paper highlights and documents an as of yet unappreciated non-electoral cost of holding
government office, in the form of diminished rhetorical simplicity. In short, I argue that while
legislators aim to communicate policies in maximally simple terms, a property rewarded by voters,
the functional demands of holding government office compel government legislators to speak with
less simplicity than they otherwise would have. I call this effect the ‘rhetorical cost of governing’.

The rhetorical cost of governing poses a challenge to government incumbents in that it limits
their ability to craft effective political communication relative to their opposition competitors. The
rhetorical cost of governing is also important in a broader democratic perspective insofar as it can
reduce the quality of representation. This is the case because justification, i.e. how representatives
explain their actions in public communications, is an important distinct dimension of political
representation (Wolkenstein and Wratil, 2021). Legislators use justificatory communication to
legitimize policy actions and connect them to broader societal aims and ideological values (Ebeling
and Wolkenstein, 2018), a critical element of the “predisposition model” of public opinion formation
(Leeper and Slothuus, 2014). The rhetorical cost of governing can weaken representation by making
justificatory communication less intelligible to citizens.

I provide evidence for the rhetorical cost of governing using parliamentary speech data from
Denmark’s parliament, Folketinget, across three decades. Analyzing around 1.5 million paragraphs

of speech, I measure rhetorical simplicity using standard and customized measures of text readability.



Consistent with the theoretical expectations, I find that legislators speak with diminished simplicity
when serving in government. Moreover, consistent with the effect being driven by office-specific
constraints, simplicity reverts back once legislators leave government. Additional analyses suggest
that these constraints are not first and foremost government members’ formal speech obligations, but
rather substantive constraints on which topics government members can choose to cover: legislators
serving in government spend relatively more time on more intrinsically complex, technocratic issues
and less on ‘easy’ issues (Carmines and Stimson, 1980) with a clear ideological dimension.

While important in its own right, the rhetorical cost of government can also have downstream
effects on voters. If voters ceteris paribus prefer elected officials to speak simply, this may lead
voters to evaluate government members more negatively. In a follow-up experiment, I provide
evidence that voters indeed prefer politicians using simple language. This suggests that the rhetorical
cost of governing can have adverse consequences on voter evaluations.

The paper contributes to the existing literature on multiple fronts. First and foremost, the paper
identifies a novel cost of governing, adding to the set of known challenges and constraints faced by
governments. In doing so, it adds to our understanding of the cyclical nature of government turnover.
Though at a rhetorical disadvantage while in government, once legislators have left government
office and returned to opposition they enjoy the “power of the loser’ (Seeberg, 2022) and can once
again maximize simplicity. This in turn sets up a favorable contrast with the new government, now
itself saddled with the rhetorical cost of government. This dynamic adds to our understanding
of how once unpopular government parties can regain the upper hand after having assumed an
opposition role.

Second, the paper advances a nascent literature examining how representational linkages are
shaped by legislators’ parliamentary career stage. While a rich literature characterizes static
differences in legislators’ representational style (e.g., Grimmer, 2013) and explains these with
reference to their personal backgrounds (Zittel, Nyhuis and Baumann, 2019), reelection incentives
(Fouirnaies and Hall, 2022), or the composition of the electorate (Spirling, 2016), the literature has
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careers (for exceptions, see Bailer and Ohmura, 2018; Bailer et al., 2022). In this paper, I bracket
between-legislator differences by focusing on within-legislator movements in and out of government
office. This in turn shifts attention from electoral and partisan differences to how legislators’
incentives, preferences, and constraints change across the career trajectory.

Third and finally, the theory and evidence presented in this paper help explain a phenomenon that
has received little attention in the existing literature on the cost of governing, namely the electoral
appeal of populist critiques of government. Because members of government are constrained in
their ability to speak simply, populist challengers have fertile ground for claims that governing
elites have ‘lost touch’ with regular voters. This sets up a structural asymmetry between mainstream
parties in government and populist stripes of opposition ‘challenger parties’ (De Vries and Hobolt,
2020): the functional demands of running government commit its government office-holders to a
base level of rhetorical complexity. This asymmetry helps explain the continued success of populist
parties, even in the face of positional accommodation by mainstream parties (Meguid, 2005).

I proceed as follows. In the next section, I contextualize the argument by outlining existing
accounts of electoral and non-electoral costs of governing. I then present the theory underpinning
the rhetorical cost of governing. The remainder of the paper presents an empirical test of the theory,
auxiliary analyses probing the mechanism, and the follow-up experiment testing voter preferences

for rhetorical simplicity. The concluding section highlights relevant caveats and key implications.

2 Electoral and Non-Electoral Costs of Governing

There is no shortage of affirmations of the regularity of electoral costs of governing. Nannestad and
Paldam (2002, 17) note that “few facts are so robust in political economy” as the cost of governing.
Similarly, Cuzdn (2015, 416) refers to it as “the law of shrinking support”. Most recently, Thesen,
Mortensen and Green-Pedersen (2020, 555) note that the cost of governing is “one of the most
well-established in political science”. While traditionally analyzed in the context of United States

presidential politics (Green, 2017), the electoral costs of governing have recently been documented



more broadly (Miiller and Louwerse, 2020). In online appendix A I reproduce this finding in the
context of contemporary European politics, estimating an average vote share loss of roughly five
percentage points per election across government parties.

The extant literature identifies a host of disadvantages faced disproportionately by governments.
However, while these costs are not in and of themselves electoral, they are generally seen as
intermediate outcomes, invoked to explain downstream electoral costs. Generally speaking, we can
organize these into three broad, diverse classes of explanations: One set of explanations highlights
the consequences of government policy for the cost of governing (Downs, 1957; Mueller, 1970),
with aggrieved constituencies gradually accumulating to a ‘coalition of minorities’ (Nannestad
and Paldam, 2002) against the government. A second set of explanations highlights various
consequences of post-election defections by governments: voters’ (possibly unrealistic) expectations
for incoming governments lead to post-election disappointment (Mueller, 1970; Stimson, 1976).
These disappointments may also be driven by ‘policy misrepresentation’, as governments campaign
on centrist policies in order to win over the median voter, but drift toward their left- or right-wing
policy ideal points after assuming office (Wlezien, 2017). Third and finally, negativity biases among
voters (Nannestad and Paldam, 2002; Ashton and Kal Munis, 2021) and in editorial standards
(Thesen, Mortensen and Green-Pedersen, 2020) can lead to an ‘accumulation of bad news’ for
governments, which in turn drives down government support.

In contrast to these explanations which focus on mechanisms driving the electoral costs of
governing, this paper adds to a relatively smaller literature identifying distinctly non-electoral costs
of governing. Some highlight that the necessary compromises in coalition government compel
government parties to deviate from their policy ideal point. This includes Kliiver and Spoon
(2020), who argue that this cost is higher for junior coalition partners, as their weak intra-coalition
bargaining power renders them unable to deliver on policies promised before the election. More
recently, Baggild and Pedersen (2023) argue that governing increases the risk of legislator dissent, as
reelection-minded legislators vote against the party line to distance themselves from the deteriorating

brand of the incumbent party. The rhetorical cost of governing is a complement to, not a substitute



for, these earlier accounts. As such, the rhetorical cost of governing enriches our understanding of
the full set of challenges faced by governments vis-a-vis the opposition.

The theme of how rhetorical complexity intersects with government responsibility also features
in the literature on so-called integrative complexity. Often studied in the context of political
communication, ‘integrative complexity’ refers to an individual’s ability to cognitively combine
differentiation and integration of competing perspectives (Suedfeld and Tetlock, 1977). Early
studies find that revolutionary leaders who become government leaders express high integrative
complexity (Suedfeld and Rank, 1976), and US presidents exhibit higher integrative complexity
after assuming the presidency compared to during the election campaign (Tetlock, 1981). Pancer
et al. (1992) find the same pattern in the Canadian House of Commons. However, this older literature
rooted in cognitive psychology does not connect this finding to the political economy literature
on the cost of governing. Moreover, due to the cost of measuring integrative complexity and data
availability constraints at the time, these earlier studies are based on very limited samples relative
to this study. As a consequence, they are not able to track how rhetorical complexity changes as
individuals transition in and out of government. For reasons explained below, tracking changes
within individuals is critical in order to avoid selection bias. In doing just that, this study meets
Pancer et al.’s (1992) original call for “an examination of the way in which the complexity of
rhetoric changes when a politician moves from government to an opposition role (and vice versa)”
(p- 42).

The theory of the rhetorical cost of governing also helps explain a key aspect of party competition
in contemporary European politics, namely populist challenges to mainstream government. To
situate this contribution, recall that the widely cited characterization of populism as a ‘thin ideology’
(Stanley, Phelps and Banaji, 2008) refers precisely to its lack of a firm anchoring in policy space. The
common denominator of populist critiques of government is not based on their policy positions being
too far either left or right. As a consequence, populism can cohabit with other, more comprehensive
ideologies of either the left or right. Rather than being anchored in policy space, the common

denominator of populist critiques of government is an elite/popular antagonism, specifically a



contention that elites have ‘lost touch’ with the people (Canovan, 1999). Because of this populist
contention, signaling a link to ordinary people through rhetorical simplicity is an important feature
of populist communication (Decadri and Boussalis, 2020). As Bischof and Senninger (2021) argue,
populists can use simple rhetoric and images to authenticate their contention that they represent
ordinary people against out-of-touch elites.

The concept of the rhetorical cost of governing helps explain the appeal of populist communica-
tion: rhetorical simplicity is politically advantageous for non-incumbents because incumbents are
limited in their ability to match it. In fact, this to some extent substantiates the populist critique that
governments have ‘lost touch’ with voters: due to governing responsibilities, government members
fail to fully meet voters’ demands for rhetorical simplicity. Hence, the rhetorical cost of governing
helps explain why elites generally do not respond to populists by matching their levels of rhetorical
simplicity.

To be sure, this paper is not the first to connect the concept of cost of governing to populism
per se. Most notably, Van Spanje (2011) demonstrates that anti-establishment parties incur a
relatively higher cost of governing, plausibly because these parties are seen to compromise their
anti-establishment brand by taking part in government. However, while thematically closely related
to this study, Van Spanje (2011) seeks to explain variation in the cost of governing across party
types, not why the cost of governing arises in the first place. In the next section, I elaborate on the

theory behind the rhetorical cost of governing.

3 The Rhetorical Cost of Governing

The theory of the rhetorical cost of governing starts from the premise that voters have a preference
for politicians to speak simply. This premise is not novel per se: for example, several studies find that
populist parties and legislators placate voters’ demands for simple rhetoric (Bischof and Senninger,
2018; Decadri and Boussalis, 2020; Oliver and Rahn, 2016; Wang and Liu, 2018) (though for a
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for simple language have also been found outside the political domain: for example, more readable
academic journal articles win more awards (Sawyer, Laran and Xu, 2008) and are downloaded more
often (Guerini, Pepe and Lepri, 2012). (For an extensive overview of the benefits of simple written
language, see Hengel (2022)).

Given this voter preference, I expect that elected officials maximize rhetorical simplicity in order
to appeal to voters. In the context of standard models of electoral competition, we can think of
simplicity as a valence dimension, i.e. a nonpolicy attribute of candidates valued by voters (Serra,
2010). Prior evidence supports the notion that elected officials respond to voters’ demand for
simplicity: Spirling (2016) finds that British parliamentarians simplified speeches in response to an
1832 extension of the franchise, and Lin and Osnabriigge (2018) find that present-day members of
the German Bundestag use less complicated rhetoric when their constituents have relatively more
limited linguistic skills.

However, while elected officials have some room to maneuver in defining their rhetoric, they do
so while subject to constraints. That is especially the case with parliamentary speech. Generally
speaking, parliamentary speech is subject to the institutional constraints governing legislators’
access to speaking time (Proksch and Slapin, 2012). In addition to this set of shared institutional
constraints, legislators face a particular additional set of speech constraints if they are members of
government. These constraints arise from the functional demands of holding government office,
and are thus faced only by members of government. I refer to the total effect of these constraints on
government members’ rhetorical simplicity as the rhetorical cost of governing.

The rhetorical cost of governing implies that members of government deviate from their preferred
level of simplicity. Put differently, members of the opposition enjoy the ‘opposition advantage’
(Soubeyran and Gautier, 2008) of being able to maximize simplicity with minimal constraint.
Conversely, government members, whose speech is subject to the functional demands of running
government, are forced to settle for less simplicity. Based on this line of reasoning, I therefore
predict that members of government speak with lower levels of simplicity compared to non-members.

What is the nature of these functional demands of running government? To clarify the idea, we



can distinguish between three important features of holding government office, each of which may
pull government members’ rhetoric in the direction of more complexity. First of all, members of
government have access to bureaucratic resources that opposition members do not. Most impor-
tantly, members of government rely on legal and technical expertise to craft policy. This expertise
is necessary for the development of policy, but also biases government members’ rhetoric toward
‘bureaucratese’ (Beatty, 1982), which prioritizes bureaucratic norms such as precision, nuance, and
legal accuracy over simplicity. This bias arises in part out of ministers’ legal responsibilities: gov-
ernments’ responsibility to enact concrete policy compels government members to debate with more
nuance, hedges, and reservations than their opposition colleagues. Whereas opposition legislators
can freely advocate for radically simple ideas, members of government need to take practical and
legal considerations into account, which complicates the set of policies they can feasibly promote,
and the ways in which they can do so.

Second, government members face formal role constraints by virtue of parliamentary speeches
they are formally obliged to give. For example, members of government are sometimes tasked
with introducing laws, which may involve reading aloud complex legal jargon. To be sure, citizens
are not likely to infer that a government member has lost touch simply because they read aloud
legislation in what is quite clearly a formality. Nevertheless, these formal constraints still represent
an opportunity cost to members of government, who could have spent the floor time on more
electorally advantageous communication.

Third and finally, members of government are subject to issue agenda constraints. Members of
government are rhetorically constrained by virtue of their governing role to respond to issues that
arise in the course of governing, e.g. externally imposed crises, which constrains topic selection.
In contrast, opposition members can freely choose to emphasize only the most favorable issues
(Green-Pedersen and Mortensen, 2010). Consistent with this line of reasoning, Greene (2016) finds
that government parties cover a more diverse set of issues in election manifestos.

These three distinguishing features of government office—bureaucratic resources, formal role

constraints, and issue agenda constraints—jointly produce the rhetorical cost of governing. That



said, they may do so to varying degrees. After testing the main hypothesis below, I introduce
auxiliary analyses testing observable implications of each of these mechanisms in order to probe

their relative importance.

4 Methods and Data

To empirically assess the rhetorical cost of governing, I first collect a large corpus of rhetoric
for legislators, some of whom enter and exit government over time. I then capture the rhetorical
simplicity of each speech using two different measurement approaches. Lastly, I estimate the effect
of government membership on rhetorical simplicity in a difference-in-differences framework. Here,

I discuss each of these steps in turn.!

4.1 Empirical setting

The empirical setting is Denmark’s parliament, Folketinget, a useful setting for several reasons.
First, Folketinget offers a rich data set on parliamentary speech. As shown below, the data used
in this study covers the full set of parliamentary speeches across a quarter of a century. Second,
there is an entrenched tradition in Danish politics for government members to be drawn from the
legislature. As a consequence, nearly all government members in the data are also observable as
legislators before and after serving in government. Lastly, there is a high level of turnover in Danish
government, with legislators fairly frequently entering and exiting positions in government, yielding
considerable variation on the independent variable.

Two distinguishing features of the Danish case have particular bearing on the generalizability
of findings. First, Danish governments often rule by minority, relying on either stable or ad hoc
support from other parties to pass legislation. This means that government parties need to appeal to
parties outside government to pass legislation. Ceteris paribus this should make the Danish case a

hard test of the theory, as the need for effective justificatory communication is greater compared

'Replication materials and code can be found at Hjorth (2025), https:/doi.org/10.7910/DVN/YZVMWM.
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to a majority government setting. Second, Denmark is a ‘merit bureaucracy’ (Christensen, 2004),
where ministers are served nearly exclusively by career civil servants. This feature may on the other
hand make the case a less demanding test of the theory, as career civil servants are less likely to

prioritize clarity in communication.

4.2 Obtaining data on parliamentary speech and careers

I study political rhetoric by collecting comprehensive data on parliamentary speech. To be sure,
parliamentary speech is far from the only form of political rhetoric. The rhetoric of elected officials
also takes the form of campaign speeches, debate appearances, press releases, and social media
posts, among others. However, parliamentary speech is widely used as a data source for studying
political rhetoric (e.g., Proksch and Slapin, 2012; Lauderdale and Herzog, 2016; Giannetti and
Pedrazzani, 2016). Moreover, crucially for this study, parliamentary speech offers a controlled
setting where elected officials’ rhetoric can be directly compared across government and opposition
members.

To obtain speeches, I begin with the data available in ParlSpeech V2 (Rauh and Schwalbach,
2020), a comparative data set on parliamentary speech covering nine countries, including Denmark.
Since ParlSpeech only covers speeches beginning in 1997 until the end of 2018, T also retrieve XML
transcripts directly from Folketinget and reformat them to extend the time series until early 2022.
This extension includes the shift in government after the 2019 election, significantly expanding the
number of cases of government membership. To make units of speech more comparable, I split
very long speeches into snippets of 3-5 sentences each. The end result is a data set of 1,486,662
speech snippets, each assigned to a speaker and time.

I link each recorded speaker in the data to the Danish Legislators Database (Klint et al., 2023)
to obtain covariates on speaker age, gender, and parliamentary seniority. Lastly, I obtain data on
legislator spells in government. Existing databases on government composition (e.g., Nyrup and
Bramwell, 2020), do not have the temporal granularity needed to link speeches at the day level.

To obtain this, I scrape a list of historical Danish governments provided by the Prime Minister’s
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Office and use regular expressions to extract data on the composition of all governments since 1997.
Using this data I can establish, for every speech in the data, whether the speaker was a member of

government at the time of the speech.

4.3 Measuring simplicity

To measure simplicity at the speech level I follow earlier approaches (e.g., Bischof and Senninger,
2018; Hengel, 2022) and apply a standard readability measure. English-language studies of
simplicity in writing and speech typically use the Flesch reading ease (FRE) measure, but given
that the speeches studied here are in Danish, it is unclear if FRE scores would accurately capture
readability in this context. Instead, I apply a measure designed for Scandinavian languages. The
liasbarhetsindeks (Swedish for readability index, abbreviated LIX), widely used to assess readability

in Scandinavian languages, is calculated as follows:

LIX =

O+L><100
P 0

, where O is the number of word instances (i.e., types) in the text, P is the number of sentence
breaks, and L is the number of long words, defined as words of six characters or more. Simply put,
LIX is constructed as the sum of average sentence length and the percentage of long words. Texts
composed of long sentences and a high percentage of long words will be assigned high LIX scores
and thus low readability. Hence, in this context, simple speeches will have a low LIX score.

One significant shortcoming of LIX as a measure of readability or simplicity is that it does not
take into account any other aspect of word choice than word length. Specifically, conditional on
word length, LIX scores do not depend on whether words are common or rare. In the context of
this study, this may miss an important dimension of variation in rhetoric, since running government
is likely to require making use of specialized vocabulary. Consider for example a debate about
monetary policy, where one legislator may refer to ‘LIBOR’, i.e. the benchmark interest rate for

interbank loans, and another to ‘inflation’. The typical audience member would likely find ‘inflation’
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a more familiar term than ‘LIBOR’, since ‘inflation’ is far more commonly used. But in fact, LIX
would register ‘inflation” as a long word, detracting from the readability score relative to ‘LIBOR’.

In order to account for word choice beyond word length, I therefore add an alternative measure
of simplicity, based on how frequently the speaker uses uncommon words. To do so, I rely on a
list of the 10,000 most common lemmas in Danish, compiled by The Society for Danish Language
and Literature.? For each speech, I lemmatize all words and calculate the proportion of rare words
defined as words whose corresponding lemma is not among the 10,000 most common.

Since these two measures plausibly capture different aspects of simplicity, I run all models
below with each of them as the dependent variable. To ease interpretation, I reverse the measures so
that higher values mean higher simplicity. I refer to them as the LIX measure and the rare words
measure respectively. To ease comparability of regression coefficients, I rescale both measures to
range from 0 to 100.

Benoit, Munger and Spirling (2019) (hereafter BMS) present a thorough discussion of how to
measure complexity in political text. BMS discuss texts as varying in terms of ‘complexity’, but as
the authors note, the terms ‘sophistication’, ‘difficulty’, and ‘complexity’ are used interchangeably,
and for these purposes we can treat high complexity as fully equivalent to low simplicity, and vice
versa. BMS critique the widespread use of pre-existing measures of readability—FRE scores in
particular—as measures of textual complexity, on the grounds that these measures were developed
for assessing educational materials rather than political communication. Instead, BMS advocate
an approach based on first obtaining crowdsourced human pairwise comparisons of short extracts
of the relevant text, and then fitting a Bradley-Terry model to comparisons to obtain estimates of
complexity at the text level (see also L.oewen, Rubenson and Spirling, 2012).

In this paper, I rely on pre-defined measures of text simplicity rather than implement BMS’
proposed approach. I do so for three reasons. First, the BMS approach relies on obtaining human
comparisons from online crowdsourcing platforms. While crowdsourced data is feasible to obtain

in English, it is far more challenging in most non-English languages, and there are currently no

2https://korpus.dsl.dk/resources/details/freq-lemmas.html#english
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platforms providing annotations of Danish-language text. Second, my use of an alternate measure of
simplicity, the rare words measure, strongly mitigates the concern that the LIX measure is optimized
for a slightly different target. Lastly, an important nuance to the BMS critique is that the authors find
that results obtained using standard readability measures are in fact substantively nearly identical to
results obtained using their preferred approach.

Figure 1 shows the distributions of the two measures of simplicity. To avoid results driven by
high-leverage outliers, I omit speeches with extremely low levels of measured simplicity. These

omitted observations account for less than 0.2 percent of the data.
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Figure 1: Distributions of measures of simplicity, based on the LIX readability index (panel a) and
the proportion of rare words (panel b). Both variables are scaled so that higher values represent
higher simplicity. Hence, the bar at the top end of the rare words measure represents speeches
containing no rare words.

Appendix H presents time trends in average simplicity. As shown, average simplicity is roughly
static over time, with perhaps a weak rising trend. In contrast to recent work showing strategic
rhetorical responses to tv transmission of parliamentary debates (Gennaro and Ash, 2023), this
indicates that the shared incentives faced by legislators have not changed substantially over the

period studied.
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4.4 Validation

Even so, the question of measurement validity remains. Do the LIX and rare words measures
capture variation in simplicity? To assess validity, I field a question in a nationally representative
survey (N = 516), where I present respondents with a set of pairwise comparison tasks to compare
text simplicity across two short text snippets. Each respondent makes six pairwise comparisons,
resulting in a total of 3,096 comparisons.

In each pairwise comparison, I ask respondents to evaluate which of the two snippets shown
is “easier to understand”. While the set of comparisons is insufficient to use as training data to
predict simplicity in the full set of texts, we can assess whether the chosen measures of simplicity
correspond to respondents’ assessments. Figure 2 shows results from logit models predicting
respondents’ choices—i.e., selecting a given snippet as ‘easier to understand’—based on each of
the two measures.

As shown, both measures of simplicity are positively associated with being assessed as easier
to understand by respondents. That is, text snippets measured as having higher simplicity using
either the LIX measure (left panel) or the rare words measure (right panel) are also deemed to
be easier to read by respondents in pairwise comparison tasks. Both associations are statistically
significant (f = .04, p < 0.1 and B = .04, p < .001 respectively.). Appendix I presents the results

of this validation exercise in table form.

4.5 Model specification

In order to estimate the effect of holding government office on rhetorical simplicity, simply regress-
ing a measure of speech simplicity on an indicator for the speaker’s government status would not
likely be informative. That is the case because legislator-level characteristics may affect rhetorical
simplicity as well as likelihood of joining government. For example, legislators with government
ambitions may employ more specialized language in order to signal expertise, and/or they may
select into mainstream parties with higher chances of forming government. To avoid this type of

selection bias, an appropriate statistical model should rely on variation in government status within
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Figure 2: Results from validation of simplicity measures against survey respondents’ pairwise
comparisons of text snippets. Each plot shows the predicted association between text snippets’
measured simplicity and the probability of snippets being chosen as easier to read in a pairwise
comparison. The associations are estimated using a logistic regression model. Coefficients are
statistically significant (f = .04, p < 0.1 and B = .04, p < .001 respectively). Thin and thick error
bands represent 90 and 95 percent confidence intervals.

legislators.

The timing of the treatment of interest is another complicating factor. In this context, the
treatment of interest for each individual legislator is when they transition from a role as opposition
MP to a role in government. This event is naturally staggered, i.e. it occurs at different points in
time as governments form and dissolve and at varying stages in legislator careers. To compare
effects of government office within legislators across these varying timelines, I construct a variable
capturing the time relative to each legislator’s first time in government (if any). This allows me to

estimate an event study, or dynamic difference-in-differences, model of the following form:

9
Yijt = E Dz ji+aj+ Y+ Asj+uj, (D
7=—21

where y;;; 1s a measure of the simplicity of speech i given by legislator j in year t. The dummy
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variable D j; indicates the year relative to legislator j’s first spell in government. The range of
T reflects that no legislator is observed more than 21 years before joing government and that no
first spell in government lasts more than 9 years. (For simplicity, repeat government spells and
all subsequent observations are omitted in this specification). The specification includes legislator
(a;) and year () fixed effects. The legislator fixed effects soak up all time-invariant unobserved
heterogeneity across legislators, and the year fixed effects soak up time-specific shocks to rhetoric
that are uniform across legislators. Importantly, the inclusion of legislator fixed effects implies
that selection into treatment—e.g., legislators with higher average rhetorical complexity being
more likely to join government—cannot drive the result. Under “Auxiliary analyses and robustness
checks”, I discuss extensions of (1) that include time-varying controls. For all legislators serving in
government at one point in time, the model compares rhetorical simplicity across the timeline from
T = —21 to T = 9 to the reference group of legislators who never hold government office. Since the
treatment of interest (serving in government) occurs at a higher level than individual observations
(speeches), I cluster the standard errors at the legislator-year level.

Recent work in econometrics has uncovered complications with two-way fixed effects models
such as (1). Specifically, under staggered treatment rollout and given temporal heterogeneity in
within-unit treatment effects, trends among early treated units may constitute a poor counterfactual
for the trend among late treated units (Baker, Larcker and Wang, 2022). In this context, this could
be the case if for example legislators adopt a more complex rhetorical style only gradually while in
government. To account for this potential bias, I use the estimator presented in Sun and Abraham
(2021), which is robust to this type of treatment heterogeneity. In online appendix B, I also present
results using a traditional two-way fixed effects OLS approach, which yields substantively similar
results. These two-way fixed effects OLS specifications also have the advantage of including
speeches during and after repeat spells in government, which are omitted in the main results and

account for roughly 9 percent of the data.
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5 Results

I now turn to the main results. Figure 3 presents the D j; coefficients from equation (1) across 7 for

each of the two measures of simplicity.

I
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Time to first year in government

Figure 3: Estimates by time to first year in government, calculated using Sun-Abraham estimator.
Thick and thin error bars represent 90 and 95 pct. confidence intervals respectively. The x-axis is
cropped at T = — 10 for presentational purposes.

As shown, there is no linear trend in rhetorical simplicity before legislators enter government.
Only one coefficient of the 20 pre-treatment coefficients is statistically significant, consistent with
chance variation. In contrast, simplicity dips sharply in legislators’ first year in government (7 = 0),
and all post-treatment estimates are statistically significant. Substantively speaking, simplicity
falls roughly linearly until around year six of serving in government, after which it stalls out at a
consistently lower level compared to the pre-government baseline. Note that the vast majority of
observations occur along this steep section of the line: 93 pct. of speeches by government members
take place before or during year six. Hence, the main rhetorical cost of governing hypothesis is

strongly supported.
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Table 1: ATTs for event study models

LIX measure Rare words measure

ATT of govt. membership —1.633%%* —2.508%**
(0.687) (0.853)
Num.Obs. 1353486 1353486
R2 0.057 0.050
R2 Ad;. 0.056 0.049
R2 Within 0.001 0.003
R2 Within Adj. 0.001 0.003
RMSE 11.17 12.96
Std.Errors by: Speaker-Year  by: Speaker-Year
FE: Speaker v v
FE: Year v v

+p < 0.1, *p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, #* p < 0.001

To get a sense of the overall magnitude of the effect, the estimator developed in Sun and Abraham
(2021) also allows for calculating an overall average treatment on the treated (ATT) for the staggered
treatment variable, i.e. government membership. Table 1 shows this overall estimate for each of the
two simplicity measures.

In absolute terms, the difference in simplicity between government members and non-members is
fairly modest, at 1.6 scale points for the LIX measure and 2.6 scale points for the rare words measure.
However, since both measures of simplicity are fairly concentrated, characterizing the effect in
terms of standard deviations is more informative. Moving from non-government to government is
associated with a change of .13 standard deviations for the LIX measure and a change of .2 standard
deviations for the rare words measure. These changes are between the conventional standards for for
a ‘small’ effect size of .1 standard deviations and a ‘medium’ effect size of .3 standard deviations,
corresponding to roughly the 30" and 50" percentile of observed effect sizes respectively (Gignac
and Szodorai, 2016). Hence, while comparatively small, the observed effect sizes are well within

the typically observed range.
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5.1 Understanding the mechanism

I now turn to a set of analyses examining heterogeneities in the main effect. The purpose of these

analyses is to test whether effect heterogeneities are consistent with the theorized mechanism.

Reversal after leaving government

The three theorized mechanisms driving the rhetorical cost of government consists of a mix of
role-specific resources and constraints. However, other mechanisms are compatible with the simple
observed difference between members and non-members of government. Most plausibly, the
difference could reflect a learning mechanism, whereby amassing experience in policy-making
causes all legislators to adopt more technocratic and complex language over time. If changes in
simplicity reflected learning, we should expect them to persist after legislators leave government.
On the other hand, if the difference reflects office-specific bureaucratic resources, we should expect
it to reverse after legislators leave government and no longer have access to these resources.

To assess the merits of these competing mechanisms, I partition the data to consider how
simplicity changes as legislators enter and exit government. I omit all legislators who never join
government, considering only legislators who at one point have held a government position. For
these, I consider simplicity before entering government, during government, and after having held a
government position, with the former as the reference category. For legislators who serve multiple
spells in government I consider the start date of their first spell as the beginning and the end date of
their last spell as the end, omitting intervening periods out of government. The results are shown in
Figure 4.

As shown in Figure 4, simplicity reverts back to the pre-government level once legislators
leave government. For the LIX measure the estimated post-government level is slightly lower than
the pre-government level, whereas for the rare words measure it is higher, but in both cases the
difference compared to the pre-government level is not statistically significant. This pattern is not
consistent with a learning mechanism. It is on the other hand consistent with role-specific resources

and constraints, as posited by the theory.
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Figure 4: Simplicity across stages of government membership. The pre-government level serves
as the reference category. Estimates are based only on legislators who at some point are members
of government. The reference category consists of legislators who never serve in government and
is represented by the dashed horizontal line. The dotted vertial line indicates that observations at
T = () and greater are treated. Thick and thin error bars represent 90 and 95 pct. confidence intervals
respectively.

Government ministers vs. government party MPs

As an additional test of the role of bureaucratic resources, we can consider a more focused com-
parison. The main results shown above reflects a comparison of government ministers to all other
MPs, including government party MPs who are not ministers. At the theoretical level, the rhetorical
cost of governing implies that the diminished simplicity of government members reflects features
associated with holding government office. As a consequence, government party MPs who do not
hold a ministerial position should not be subject to these constraints. The comparison in the main
result does not allow for a direct test of this implication. Hence, to test this theoretical implication
directly, I estimate separate models comparing (i) ministers to government party MPs and (ii)
ministers to opposition MPs. The results are shown in Figure 5. Since the comparison group of
government party MPs is relatively limited, I estimate these comparisons using the two-way fixed
effects estimator, which makes use of all government spells and is therefore more precise.

As shown in Figure 5, the estimated effect of government membership is similar in magnitude
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Figure 5: Effects of government participation comparing ministers to government party MPs (dark
blue points) vs. opposition party MPs (light green points). Results are from two-way fixed effects
models. Thick and thin error bars represent 90 and 95 pct. confidence intervals respectively.

and significance when comparing ministers to government party MPs as when comparing ministers
to opposition MPs. This is consistent with the theoretical notion that rhetorical costs of governing
are specific to the experience of holding government office, rather than being a general feature of
government party membership.

In sum, the additional results presented here are consistent with the rhetorical cost of governing
being specific to the experience of holding government office in two ways: first, the effect of
government membership is reversed after leaving government, and second, the effect is specific to
ministers rather than government party MPs more generally. Still, this leaves open the question of
the nature of these constraints. I now turn to a set of analyses of the nature of the role constraints,

building on the distinction between formal vs. substantive constraints on rhetoric introduced earlier.
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Formal constraints

Considering first formal constraints, the effect may be driven by formally mandated components of
government members’ speeches, e.g. reading aloud legislative text when introducing legislation. To
examine the role of formal constraints, we exploit a particular institutional feature of Denmark’s
parliament: the beginning and end of each parliamentary year is marked by an ‘opening debate’ and
a ‘closing debate’ respectively. These are marathon debate sessions, starting in the morning and
often continuing past midnight (Hjorth, 2016).

The advantage of restricting the analysis to opening and closing debates is twofold. First and
foremost, since opening and closing debates do not cover legislation, there are no formal constraints
on speech. As a consequence, any observed effect of government membership within this subset
will be driven by substantive constraints. Second, because of their ceremonial importance and
relatively adversarial tone, opening and closing debates are by far the routine parliamentary events
receiving the most mass media coverage. Hence, speeches in opening and closing debates are
the most likely to reach a wide audience. In sum, these are what Osnabriigge, Hobolt and Rodon
(2021) call “high-profile debates™, characterized by ideological exchange rather than parliamentary
procedure.

To restrict the analysis, I identify the dates of every opening and closing debate covered by the
data and create a subset of data drawn from these dates only. The resulting data set consists of
roughly 61,000 speech snippets across 48 opening and closing debates. Though these dates account
for less than 2 percent of all dates in the data, the speeches therein account for 4 percent of all
speeches, reflecting the exceptional duration of opening and closing debates. I then compare the
estimated effect of government membership on rhetorical simplicity in this subset as well as in
the remaining set of speeches. As above, since the subset of speeches from high-profile debates is
so limited, I use a two-way fixed effects estimator. Results from each subset for each of the two
simplicity measures are shown in Figure 6.

As shown in Figure 6, estimates based only on high-profile debates are similar in sign and

magnitude to estimates based on the remaining set of speeches. They are less precise, as is to be
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Figure 6: Effects of government participation when restricting the data to high-profile debates where
no legislation is debated. Results are from two-way fixed effects models comparing non-government
speeches with government speeches when restricting to high-profile debates (light green points) and
across the remaining set of speeches (dark blue points). Thick and thin error bars represent 90 and
95 pct. confidence intervals respectively.

expected given that they are based on a mere 4 percent of the data, and as a consequence the estimate
for high-profile debates using the rare words measure is significant only at the .1 level (p = .06).
But for both measures, the estimated effect of government membership is largely unchanged when
considering opening and closing debates only. In Appendix C I show using interaction models that
these estimates are not statistically significantly different. This lack of heterogeneity across debate
types indicates that the observed effect of government membership is not predominantly driven
by formal constraints. These models also show that rhetorical simplicity is significantly higher in
high-profile debates on average, consistent with the argument in Osnabriigge, Hobolt and Rodon
(2021) that legislators ‘play to the gallery’ in these debates by placating voter demands for rhetorical

simplicity.
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Issue agenda constraints

I now turn to the role of substantive constraints on government members’ rhetoric, focusing on
the role of topic selection. Though topic selection is not the only conceivable type of substantive
constraint on speech, it is the most tractable to examine, thanks to existing methods for estimating
the topic distribution across texts conditional on text-level covariates. Specifically, I estimate a
Structural Topic Model (STM) (Roberts et al., 2014) with government membership as a covariate,
yielding estimates of how the prevalence of each topic in the full set of speeches changes conditional
on government membership. Before fitting the STM, I implement standard preprocessing steps
on the texts, including stemming words, removing stopwords, and removing extremely rare and
extremely common words. (The threshold for rare words in this preprocessing step is far smaller
than the threshold used in the simplicity measure, and applies to all speeches equally, so it does not
introduce bias to the rare words measure). The parameter defining the number of topics to estimate
K, is defined by the user. Based on model diagnostics across varying values of K, I set K = 30.
Appendix D provides additional details on the STM, including keywords for each topic. Figure 7
shows how each topic is associated with government membership.

The topics most negatively associated with government membership, shown in the top end of
Figure 7, ‘“Welfare vs. Taxes’, ‘Taxes’, and ‘Immigration’, all highly ideologically charged topics
that align closely with first- and second-dimension lines of party political conflict. Conversely,
the topics most positively associated with government membership, shown in the bottom end of
Figure 7, are ‘EU Treaties’, ‘Covid-19’, and ‘Business regulation’ (though only the latter of the
three is statistically significant).

The pattern is highly consistent with government members shifting away from ideologically
charged topics over to topics associated with regulatory responsibilities and crisis management.
This in turn suggests substantive constraints on speech play a key role in the rhetorical cost of
governing: once legislators enter government, governing responsibilities compel them to dedicate
speaking time to regulation and crisis management at the expense of ideologically charged topics

that are plausibly easier to convey in simple terms.
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Figure 7: Effects of government membership on topic prevalence across 30 topics estimated in a
structural topics model. Topic labels are manually defined based on topic keywords (see Appendix
D). Thick and thin error bars represent 90 and 95 pct. confidence intervals respectively.

To be sure Figure 7 shows only how each topic is used by members of government compared
to non-members. While the topics most differentially prevalent in government speeches, ‘EU
Treaties’, ‘Covid-19°, and ‘Business regulation’, are plausibly more intrinsically complex, that
is not directly tested in this model. To test this association directly, I compare association with
government membership and association with speech simplicity at the topic level. Specifically,
I compare how strongly topic prevalence is associated with government membership with how
prevalence for the same topic is associated with simplicity. The result is shown in Figure 8.

As shown in Figure 8, topics that are covered relatively more by members of government
(higher values on the x-axis) tend to be lower in simplicity (lower values on the y-axis). In other
words, topics that are more often covered by members of government tend to be covered using less
simple speech. This lends support to the issue agenda constraints mechanism: the rhetorical cost of

government stems in part from portions of the government’s issue agenda that are comparatively
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Figure 8: Correlation between government membership (horizontal axis) and simplicity (vertical
axis) at the topic level. The negative associations reflect that topics that are on average more
common in government speeches are also on average lower in simplicity. Both correlations are

negatively signed, though the association is only statistically significant for the rare words measure
(p < .001).

more difficult to convey in simple terms.

Heterogeneity across parties

Thus far, the analysis has compared government members vs. non-members averaged across all
parties. However, as in all party-centric systems, effects are likely to vary at the party level. Most
pertinently, parties vary in their experience with government participation. For example, De Vries
and Hobolt (2020) distinguish between ‘challenger’ and ‘dominant’ parties precisely based on prior
experience in national government. To probe effect heterogeneity across parties, Figure 9 shows the
estimated coefficient on government membership for each party.

As shown in Figure 9, estimates are largely invariant across parties, indicating that the effect is
not driven by any single party. However, it is notable that the estimates are the smallest in magnitude

for Social Democrats and the Liberal Party, the parties with by far the most historical experience
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Figure 9: Effects of government membership by party. Thick and thin error bars represent 90 and
95 pct. confidence intervals respectively. The figure includes only parties with at least one instance
of government membership.

leading government. Conversely, the estimates are greater for smaller parties with historically
fewer years in government: the largest coefficients are observed for the Socialist People’s Party
and Liberal Alliance, both of which entered government for the first time in recent history in the
2010’s. This heterogeneity indicates that the rhetorical cost of governing is greater for parties with

less accumulated governing experience.

5.2 Additional analyses and robustness checks

In addition to the appendices already mentioned, the appendix presents some additional analyses
and robustness checks. Appendix E presents results from models that extend formula (1) by adding
time-varying controls which are not absorbed by the legislator fixed effects. Specifically, I add a
variable capturing the legislator’s parliamentary seniority at time . Adding legislator seniority as a

control accounts for the possibility that simplicity as well as the likelihood of joining government are
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both affected by legislators’ political experience. Lastly, I add measures of time-varying contextual
factors in the form of unemployment and Covid-19 deaths. Both are associated with reduced

simplicity, but their inclusion does not affect the main result.

5.3 Experimental evidence on voter preferences for simplicity

The theoretical argument underpinning the rhetorical cost of governing presumes that politicians
maximize simplicity in order to placate voter preferences for simple communication. Conversely,
the rhetorical cost of governing is consequential for electoral competition only if voters have a
preference against rhetorical complexity to begin with. In order to test voter reactions to rhetorical
simplicity, I implement a pre-registered experiment in a large online survey.® Conducted in May
and June, 2022, the survey was fielded by the survey company Epinion, who recruited respondents
from their large, online respondent panel. Like other online survey platforms, Epinion uses quota
sampling to obtain a quasi-representative population sample. 4,017 respondents participated in the
survey in this period. The experiment is preregistered.*

In the experiment, I show each respondent a paired set of policy proposals assigned to politicians
‘A’ and ‘B’. Each proposal is sampled from a set of three policy issues, with each proposal describing
the policy in either simple or complex terms, yielding six proposals in total. All proposals are
custom written in order to vary rhetorical complexity within issues while keeping policy content
constant. The proposals shown to respondents are sampled freely from the set of proposals, with the
constraint that respondents cannot see two proposals from the same issue. Within each comparison,
I then ask respondents to express their relative preference between politicians ‘A’ and ‘B’ using a
0-10 continuous scale. Additional details about the experiment can be found in Appendix F. The

appendix reproduces the original proposals as well as English translations.

The study complies with the author’s institutional Code of Conduct, and to APSA’s Principles and Guidance on
Human Subject Research. Survey experiments are exempt by Danish law from formal review by an Institutional Review
Board. As per Section 14(2) of the act underlying the Danish National Research Ethics Committee, “notification of
questionnaire surveys (...) to the system of research ethics committee system is only required if the project involves
human biological material.” All participants provided informed consent.

4Registration available at https://osf.io/peyre.
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After a pilot phase, one of the three policy issues (adding an extra teacher to elementary school
classrooms) turned out to be so popular as to dominate all other effects. As a consequence, I omitted
this issue from the remainder of the survey. Importantly, this stopping rule was not defined in the
preregistration. Appendix G shows that the results are robust to keeping the responses for this issue
in the data.

To estimate the effect of rhetorical simplicity on respondent preferences, I analyze responses
at the response option level, regressing the rating of each fictional politician on the simplicity of
the associated statement. All models include fixed effects for policy issue to capture issue-specific

popularity. Figure 10 shows the predicted level of support for complex vs. simple proposal styles.

4.4+

4.2+

Predicted preference (0-10)

4.0+

Complex Simple
Proposal style

Figure 10: Preferences for fictional politicians across experimental conditions: complex (left) vs.
simple (right) proposal style. The model includes issue fixed effects. Thick and thin error bars
represent 90 and 95 pct. confidence intervals respectively. The difference is statistically significant
(p < .001). Standard errors are clustered at the respondent level.

As shown in Figure 10, politicians using simple language receive significantly higher approval
ratings from respondents compared to when using complex language. Because the model includes
issue fixed effects, the estimates reflect only within-issue variation in rhetorical simplicity. Using
simple rather than complex language increases support for a politician by .34 units, corresponding

to roughly one-tenth of a standard deviation of politician approval. Hence, consistent with evidence
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from other domains, voters express a preference for politicians using simple language. To be sure,
the experiment tests voter preferences for rhetorical simplicity, and not whether voters punish
rhetorical complexity at the ballot box. An analysis incorporating media data, while beyond the
scope of this paper, could shed light on the extent to which the rhetorical cost of governing is fully
perceived by voters. However, the results are consistent with the theoretical premise that politicians

face incentives to simplify their rhetoric in order to placate voter demands.

6 Conclusion and Discussion

Governments lose votes over time, a regularity so well-documented that the ‘cost of governing’
is widely considered a law-like phenomenon. However, our understanding of costs of governing
outside the electoral domain is incomplete. This paper presents a novel perspective on this question,
considering the cost of governing in the domain of rhetoric. I argue that legislators generally seek to
satisfy voters’ demands for maximal rhetorical simplicity, but that the functional demands of running
government compel legislators to speak less simply when serving in government. This structural
condition provides the opposition with a rhetorical advantage vis-a-vis the government. I refer to
this as the rhetorical cost of governing. 1 document this phenomenon with evidence from the Danish
parliament, showing that across two measures of simplicity, legislators speak with reduced simplicity
while serving in government. The association is robust to varying model specifications, including
models considering only within-legislator changes in government membership. Auxiliary tests
suggest the rhetorical cost of governing is driven by substantive rather than formal constraints on
speech. Specifically, legislators serving in government dedicate more speaking time to intrinsically
complex, technical issues and less to clearly ideologically laden issues, consistent with the rhetorical
cost of governing being partly driven by constraints on government members’ issue emphasis. In
a followup experiment, I show that, consistent with the theoretical premise, respondents exhibit a
relative preference for politicians using simple language.

Some important limitations of this study deserve mention, some of which may help guide

31



further research. For one, in the observational design employed here, entry into government is not
randomly assigned, a challenge to causal inference across the cost of governing literature. For a
stronger footing for causal inference about the effects of serving in governments, future research
should identify cases that allow for more causally credible estimation of non-electoral costs of
governing, similar to how regression discontinuity designs have been employed to recover the
incumbency advantage in the US (Erikson and Titiunik, 2015) and Europe (Redmond and Regan,
2015). Second, an important caveat for the findings presented here is that the effect size, while
not trivially small, is still modest. Depending on the measure, members of government speak with
.13 to .2 standard deviations lower levels of simplicity compared to non-members. On the other
hand, this average difference is manifested in repeated instances of elite communication to which
voters are continuously exposed. An important avenue for future research is to examine how the
cumulative impact of repeated exposure to government communication affects citizens’ ‘running
tally’ of government evaluations (Fiorina, 1981). Third, the theory presented here construes speech
simplicity as in terms of constrained optimization—i.e., legislators always maximize simplicity,
but under constraints that are more binding when in government. Hence, this framework does
not consider strategically employed complexity, although earlier theoretical work has shown that
strategic obfuscation can occur even when voters prefer simplicity (Dewan and Myatt, 2008). Future
research could fruitfully explore strategically employed complexity, such as by considering within-
government variation in incentives for obfuscation. Lastly, the evidence here comes from a single
national context, naturally giving rise to concerns about generalizability. Notably, Schoonvelde et al.
(2019) report diverging results with respect to complexity and government status, albeit with a more
heterogeneous text sample and a less context-sensitive measure. This highlights the need to study
how varying institutional contexts moderate the rhetorical cost of governing.

The caveats notwithstanding, the findings presented here have important implications for several
ongoing research agendas in party politics and representation. I highlight three here. First of all,
the findings indicate that the ‘opposition advantage’, i.e. the set of structural political advantages

that accrue to election losers (Soubeyran and Gautier, 2008), is greater than previously assumed.
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Existing research tends to conceptualize opposition advantage in terms of agenda-setting powers
(Seeberg, 2022). The findings in this article highlight another dimension, namely the parliamentary
opposition’s ability to freely employ rhetoric, including but not limited to using simple language.
This in turn implies that independent of issue ownership and other agenda-setting advantages,
opposition parties may have strategic incentives to emphasize issues where their advantage in terms
of rhetorical simplification is especially stark.

Second, the rhetorical cost of governing sheds new light on the democratic value of profes-
sionalized political communication. Scholars point to professionalization as a defining trend in
contemporary political communication (Negrine and Lilleker, 2002), including increasing reliance
on specialized communication consultants and speech writers (Plasser, 2008). The findings in this
article imply that to the extent that professional staffers help government members craft simpler
rhetoric, they help meet an important voter demand. In other words, professionalized political
communication may contribute to solving an important representational problem, namely how to
help voters make sense of complex aspects of government policy.

Third and finally, the rhetorical cost of governing may help explain the ongoing turnover among
populist challenger parties. The rise of challenger parties, most of which populists of various
stripes, is a defining trend in recent decades of European politics (De Vries and Hobolt, 2020),
characterized among other things by a ‘fourth wave’ of far right parties in many cases assuming
governing roles (Mudde, 2019). However, some of these parties have seen their electoral fortunes
fade, instead replaced by new challenger parties. The rhetorical cost of governing may help explain
the turnover of populist parties. Once populist parties enter the political mainstream, including
assuming government power (Akkerman, de Lange and Rooduijn, 2016), they pay the rhetorical cost
of governing, thus having to abandon their original crucial rhetorical advantage vis-a-vis incumbent
governments. This in turn creates political space for new challengers to exploit the rhetorical
constraints on government parties. The interplay between rhetorical style and government turnover,

while outside the scope of this study, is an important topic for future research.
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7 Data Availability Statement

Data and code to reproduce all results in this paper are available at the paper’s Dataverse repository

(Hjorth, 2025): https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/YZVMWM.
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A Estimating the cost of governing

To quantify the cost of governing in the context of European politics, consider Figure Al, which
presents the distribution of all election-to-election changes in the vote shares of government parties
for all elections in the ParlGov elections database since 1989. The cost of governing is clearly
visible in Figure A1l: governments are far more likely to lose votes than to gain between elections.

On average, governments lose just shy of 5 percentage points from one election to the next.
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Figure A1: Histogram of between-election changes in vote shares of government parties for elections
in the ParlGov database, 1989-2022. The average change in vote share for all government parties is
-4.8 percentage points.



B Results using standard two-way fixed effects regression

The three model specifications across the two measures of simplicity yield a total of six models.

Results are shown in Table B1.

Table B1: Regression models of clarity and government membership.

Dependent Variables: Clarity (LIX measure) Clarity (rare words measure)
Model: (D (2) (3) (4) &) (6)
Variables
(Intercept) 64.6*** T8.2%**
(0.26) (0.24)
Govt. member -1.0** 0777 -0.77F 2,07 =247 2.4
(0.39) (0.14) (0.14) (0.37) (0.30) (0.30)
Seniority 0.75*** 0.007
(0.20) (0.20)
Fixed-effects
Speaker Yes Yes Yes Yes
Year Yes Yes Yes Yes
Fit statistics
Observations 1,487,741 1,487,741 1,487,741 1,487,741 1,487,741 1,487,741
R?2 0.001 0.053 0.054 0.003 0.046 0.046
Within R? 0.0003 0.0007 0.002 0.002

Clustered (Speaker & Year) standard-errors in parentheses
Signif. Codes: ***: 0.01, **: 0.05, *: 0.1

As shown, across all six specifications government membership is robustly negatively associated
with simplicity, implying that legislators speak less simply when serving in government. Across
both measures, the estimated association becomes much more precisely estimated once fixed effects
are added, reflecting that a large proportion of variation in simplicity reflects stable differences
between legislators. The addition of fixed effects does not consistently change the magnitude of the
coefficients: in the case of the LIX measure, the association becomes somewhat weaker, whereas for
the rare words measure the association becomes slightly stronger. For both measures, the addition

of seniority as a control does not appreciably change the estimated association.



C Regression models interacting government membership with
debate type

In Table CI I interact government membership with debate type.

Table C1: Regression models interacting government membership with debate type.

Dependent Variables:  lixrevrs rarrevrs
Model: (1) (2)
Variables
minister -0.63*** =247
(0.14) (0.29)
hiprofile 2.2%** 0.84***
(0.18) (0.16)
minister X hiprofile -0.35 1.3
(0.38) (0.79)
Fixed-effects
speaker Yes Yes
year Yes Yes
Fit statistics
Observations 1,487,741 1,487,741
R? 0.055 0.046
Within R? 0.002 0.002

Clustered (speaker & year) standard-errors in parentheses
Signif. Codes: ***: 0.01, **: 0.05, *: 0.1

As shown, the interaction coefficients are statistically insignificant, demonstrating that the
estimated effect of government membership does not vary significantly across low- vs. high-profile

debates.



D Topic model labels and keywords

Table D1: Structural Topic Model labels and keywords

No.

Label

Keywords

10

Judicial system

Refugee policy

Public spending

Churches

Covid-19

Immigration

Municipalities

Labor & Unemployment

Taxes

EU Treaties

Housing

FREX: justitsminist, skip, schmidt-ni, udlendinge-, afson, johan, pointsystem. Lift:
procesdebat, butiks-, terrorattentat, offerlgs, datatrafik, ungemgd, dyrevelfaerdspoli-
tik. Score: prgvelgslad, tunes, statsborgerskab, logningsbekendtggr, justitsminist,
terrorattentat, reststraf.

FREX: udlzndingestyr, kvoteflygtning, statsborgerskab, integrationsyd, asylansgg,
asyl, opholdstillad. Lift: dublinland, genbos®tningsprogram, kulturkonflik, kvote-
flygtningeordning, migrationserklaring, opholdsordning, studiecopholdstillad. Score:
statsborgerskab, grundlovsceremoni, asylans@g, opholdstillad, udlendingenzvn, kvote-
flygtning, flygtningenavn.

FREX: finanspolitik, budgetlov, finans, budget, borgernar, underskud, realvakst. Lift:
sygefravarsplan, funktionstid, overfgrselsudgift, udgiftsskred, augustvurdering, for-
brugsram, decembervurdering. Score: amt, kommun, budgetlov, konjunkturforlgb,
energy, omprioriteringsbidrag, mia.

FREX: folkekirk, biskop, menighedsrad, kirk, trossamfund, asylsgg, prast. Lift:
augsburgsk, bloktilskudsudvalg, budgetsamrid, facto-status, fadselsanmeld, fgdselsreg-
istrering, frihedslovgivning. Score: mellemkirk, folkekirk, menighedsrid, biskop, dsuk,
begravelsesplad, asylsgg.

FREX: corona, smit, rigsfallesskab, pandemi, vaccin, covid-19, mink. Lift: johnson-
vaccin, kampflybidrag, klimaregning, minkkommission, nost’en, ol-atlet, smittekurv.
Score: covid-19, mink, corona, pandemi, indrejserestriktion, arktis, fremmedkr.

FREX: radikal, iren, simons, henriet, kjer, starthjalp, asylcent. Lift: demokratiproblem,
depech, ensomt, kulturchok, adoptionsmu, bekymringsindustri, generationsgav. Score:
radikal, iren, simons, afslutningsceremoni, tvangsagteskab, starthjalp, henriet.
FREX: farum, indenrigsminist, thor, ngdgaard, indenrigs-, udligningsreform, kommu-
naludvalg. Lift: kommunalstrukturreform, rederination, skatteart, borgmesterhverv,
selvbekreft, taleregl, tryghedsaftal. Score: amt, kent, farum, wedell-neergaard, skat-
teart, ngdgaard, jysk-fynsk.

FREX: deltid, arbejdsmiljgproblem, a-kas, arbejdsformidling, sygefravzar, sygemeld,
badskov. Lift: cv-bank, ferickortordning, ligelgnsdiskussion, ordretilgang, timeover-
fgrsel, opfélgningsindsats, deltidsbeskaftig. Score: apv, a-kas, bst, deltidsbeskzftig,
arbejdsmiljgreform, arbejdsmiljgproblem, beskattigelsesregion.

FREX: liberal, grundskyld, allianc, topskat, elbil, 1gk, arveafgift. Lift: berlusconis,
flyskat, jensen, lokumsaftal, middelindkomst, pengemangel, skatteknap. Score: grund-
skyld, sikkerhedstjek, elbil, borgerting, allianc, liberal, forsyningssikkerhedsafgift.
FREX: valuta, dahlgaard, amsterdamtraktat, euro, hovmand, schmidt, aas. Lift: tur-
ismeudviklingsselskab, 1998-pris, annoncetekst, bankmzs, devalueringsinstrument,
drikkevandsudvalg, ems-samarbejd. Score: dahlgaard, albrechts, keld, jéan, eidesgaard,
amsterdamtraktat, kolstrup.

FREX: ungdomsbo, andelsbo, boligorganisation, landsbyggefond, byforny, alm,
boligsocial. Lift: andelssektor, arveprin, beboerridgiverordning, dispositionsfond,
dusgrbestem, ejergen, friplejeboligleverandgr. Score: albrechts, keld, boligorganisa-
tion, landsbyggefond, dohn, udlejningsbyggeri, ungdomsbo.



20

21

22

23

24

25

Schools

Tax law

Health

Youth

Defense

Welfare vs. Taxes

International conflict

Crime

Unemployment

Business regulation

Police

Iraq war

Public transport

Social policy

FREX: grundskol, elev, gymnasial, leereruddan, skoleled, erhvervsuddan, profession-
shgjskol. Lift: 15-16-ir, afgangsprgveresultat, akademi-, aktivitetsudvikling, amu-
aktivitet, amu-udbyd, antimobningsstrategi. Score: elev, folkeskol, skol, lereruddan,
skolepraktik, finanspag, cksamensform.

FREX: skatteudvalg, skatteministeri, skattemas, skattefri, skatteplig, boel, beskatning.
Lift: acontoindbetaling, afregningsfrist, akticavancebeskatningslovgivning, aktiefort-
jenest, aktickgberet, aktieskat, co2-afgiftslov. Score: skatteudgift, eu-nummerplad,
boel, skatteminist, buksti, verners, dobbeltbeskatningsaftal.

FREX: sundhedsstyr, patient, patientsikker, l&zgemidl, psykiatri, sundhedsvas, sund-
hedsperson. Lift: antipsykotika, behandlingsret, demensrejsehold, farmakologisk,
forput, heroinordinationsordning, narkotikadgdsfald. Score: vaerdighedspolitik, sund-
hedsfxllesskab, stofindtagelsesrum, sundhedsreform, stamcel, patient, palliativ.
FREX: multinational, modersmalsundervisning, heroppefra, klassekvotient, homosek-
suel, biologisk, karaktergennemsnit. Lift: butiksmedarbejd, forward, totalharmoniser-
ing, ulogik, velfierdskas, vindmglleeventyr, 2-system. Score: modersmélsundervisning,
studiebestyr, klassekvotient, homoseksuel, solcel, totalharmonisering, velfardskas.

FREX: lennart, lahn, damsbo-anders, eigil, pauls, dyrby, forsvarskommando. Lift:
fladestation, inspektionsskib, missionsomrad, langtidsledighedspak, ungeaftal, hverv-
giv, 50-procents-grazns. Score: lahn, damsbo-anders, eigil, kampfly, lennart, lausts,
typevalg.

FREX: nulvakst, finansminist, velfard, socialdemokrat, skattelet, statsminist, skar.
Lift: guldbelag, vuggestue-, spedbgrnshjem, tuition, presseradgiv, oliv, skolelokal.
Score: statsminist, socialdemokrat, lukkedag, nulvakst, skattelet, chokkur, so-
cialdemokrati.

FREX: israel, palastinensisk, tjetjeni, taiwan, palastinens, osce, rusland. Lift: -24,
5-operation, abessini, abov, aids-omrad, arbejdstageromrad, aspiration. Score: irak,
tjetjeni, taiwan, sikkerhedsrad, hama, israel, nato.

FREX: rigspoliti, rocker-, indbrud, kriminalforsorg, gerningsmand, bandemedlem, pe-
berspray. Lift: 72-timersregel, databeskyttelsesomrid, exitindsats, gps’er, gruppevold,
indsamlingsn@vn, omberam. Score: peberspray, rocker-, pragvelgslad, hadforbryd,
kriminalforsorg, bandegruppering, tiggeri.

FREX: kontanthjxlpssystem, dagpengesystem, langtidsled, beskaftigelsespolitik, flek-
sjob, atp, arbejdsevn. Lift: kontingentforhgj, efterlgnsret, efterlgnssats, senioromrad,
tienestefri, delefterlgnsordning, 200-timers-regl. Score: a-kas, arbejdsmarked, dag-
pengesystem, bgrnepasningsorlov, fericlov, langtidsled, fleksjobomrad.

FREX: torst, oles, birk, erhvervsstyr, digital, hjelpepak, schack. Lift: foreningsregi,
kompensationsperiod, papirreklam, retssikkerhedschef, ydelsesudbetaling, affyringspe-
riod, afklaringsgaranti. Score: lgnkompensationsordning, erhvervsstyr, neutralitetsprin-
cip, feriemidl, latterga, birk, flydtkjer.

FREX: rigspolitichef, rigsadvokat, anklagemynd, kriminalforsorg, statsadvokat, straf-
bar, politimest. Lift: belagsprocent, ejendomsformidl, boltpistol, fardselsafdeling,
medvirkensregl, partiafdeling, hjemmeafsoning. Score: kriminalforsorg, ungdomskon-
trak, efterretningstjenest, hizb-ut-tahrir, pinoch, lynge-sag, tv-overvagning.

FREX: ii, villy, saddam, sgvndal, hussein, feb, hggni. Lift: feb, edf, terrorbombning,
tyrannisk, slgj, boligregistrering, informationsminist. Score: feb, saddam, hussein,
albrechts, irak, keld, villy.

FREX: dsb, metro, trafikselskab, dsb’s, vejdirektorat, trafikudvalg, arriva. Lift: assessor,
atc, brugerbetal, busafgang, cykelparkering, eftermiddagsmyldretid, egholmlinj. Score:
dsb, arriva, grestadsselskab, banedanmark, treengselsatgift, vejdirektorat, ansaldo.
FREX: dagtilbud, servicelov, ankestyr, anbring, anbrag, prostitution, botilbud. Lift: bpa,
kompensationsprincip, revisitation, socialchefforening, startlej, voksenbestem, b@rne-
samtal. Score: voldsudsat, ankestyr, fattigdomsindikator, kommun, omggrelsesprocent,
plejefamili, udsatterad.



26

27

28

29

30

US Foreign Policy

Culture

Agriculture

Labor market reform

Environmental regulation

FREX: bush, krig, kragh, ulrik, amerikansk, gmu’en, irakkr. Lift: amerikanskleded,
atomstrategi, csce, landkr, palastinakonflik, gerhard, kastel. Score: irak, ulrik, vibenin-
spektion, saddam, bush, rumsfeld, hussein.

FREX: egnsteatr, teat, teatr, muse, kunstrad, kulturinstitution, dr’s. Lift: abekasteri,
akkumulering, betalingskanal, bgk, billedkunstomrad, billedkunstudvalg, billethaj.
Score: kunstrad, kulturskol, egnsteatr, musikudvalg, huskunstnerordning, davids,
spillested.

FREX: biomas, klimarid, energipolitik, biobrendstof, varmepump, mw, energiaftal.
Lift: 2-gradersmals@tning, 2020-2030, 2050-mal, afregningsvilkar, basisfremskrivning,
bortauktionering, carbon. Score: klimarid, overskudsvarm, energin, mw, biobrzndstof,
solcel, biomas.

FREX: arbejdsmarkedsreform, konservativ, velferdskommission, kunstn, servicejob,
barfoed, eksklusivbestem. Lift: anna-mari, sid-omrad, hovedtes, ikkefaglart, tilt,
deltidsbestem, aktiveringsjob. Score: eksklusivbestem, servicejob, jobtrazningsplads,
bgrnepasningsorlov, dis-lov, a-kas, servicejobordning.

FREX: pesticid, miljgstyr, vandlgb, hormonforstyr, fiskeri, nationalpark, vandmiljgplan.
Lift: 1990-tal, a-projek, affaldsplan, afgres, agger, akvakultur, akvakulturerhverv.
Score: havbrug, albrechts, bisfenol-a, keld, naturnationalpark, puljefiskeri, pesticid.




E Results including time-varying controls

Table E1 presents results from models including time-varying controls. The table shows the results
of regressing the LIX and rare words measures of text simplicity on government membership,
controlling for time-varying covariates. In addition to legislator seniority, the models include a
measure unemployment, included to capture macroeconomic conditions. Data on unemployment
comes from the SL.UEM.TQOTL.ZS series in the World Bank’s World Development Indicators
database. Data on COVID-19 deaths comes from the COVID-19 database maintained by QOur
World in Data (https://ourworldindata.org/covid-deaths). Models are estimated using two-way fixed

effects.



Table E1: ATTs for event study models including time-varying controls

LIX measure

Rare words measure

ATT of govt. membership —1.163%** —2.390%**
(0.245) (0.246)
Seniority 0.119%%* 0.173%%*
(0.011) (0.010)
Unemployment rate —().243 %% —0.075*
(0.037) (0.029)
Covid deaths (weekly per M) —0.081#** —0.161%**
(0.023) (0.029)
Num.Obs. 1353486 1353486
R2 0.054 0.049
R2 Ad;. 0.054 0.049
R2 Within 0.003 0.004
R2 Within Adj. 0.003 0.004
RMSE 11.19 12.97
Std.Errors by: Speaker-Year  by: Speaker-Year
FE: Speaker v v

+p <0.1,%p < 0.05,** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.001



F Experimental treatments

Table F1 shows translations of the treatments used in the experiment presented in the secion
“Experimental evidence on voter preferences for simplicity”. The experiment was introduced with

the following text:

Here are two short statements from fictional politicians, politician A and politician B.

You have to answer whether you like politician A or politician B based on the statements.

Even if you don’t agree with either party, we will still ask you to answer which of the

two you like best.

Table F1: Translated text of experimental treatments.

Issue

Simple Version

Complex Version

Health

Health is important for Danes to live
a long life. Large hospitals can bring
together skilled doctors with special
knowledge of rare diseases. There-
fore, I will work to build more large
hospitals in Denmark. In this way,
we can ensure that people with rare
diseases are helped in the best possi-

ble way.

The stagnating average lifespan
among Danes is a health problem.
One of the solutions is super hos-
pitals, where economies of scale
can guarantee specialized treatment.
Therefore, I will work for more su-
per hospitals in Denmark so that we
can ensure competent treatment for

Danes with rare disorders.

Transportation

It is important for the Danish econ-
omy that people and goods can
move quickly and easily around the
country. Today, many roads and
train tracks are very old and worn,
which means that transportation in
Denmark takes far too long. There-
fore, I will work to improve roads
and train tracks in Denmark so that

it is easy to get from A to B.

The flexible allocation of goods and
services is of crucial economic im-
portance. Denmark’s road and rail
network is in many places in a state
of disrepair, which significantly in-
creases transportation time. There-
fore, I will work for infrastructure in-
vestments in road and rail networks

to reduce transportation times.
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Schools

Many children in primary school to-
day struggle to read. This is hard on
the individual individual child, and
adults who have not been taught to
read in school can find it difficult to
get a job. An extra teacher in the
small classes can ensure more help
for the children who are struggling.
Therefore, I will work for two teach-
ers in the classroom for the youngest

schoolchildren.

In many places, children in primary
school have low literacy skills. This
can have a negative impact on chil-
dren’s mental health, and adults with
low literacy skills often have weak
labor market attachment. Additional
teaching staff can support the learn-
ing of academically challenged chil-
dren. That’s why I will work for op-
portunities for two-teacher schemes

in primary school.
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G Regression estimates from followup experiment

Table G1 shows results from the followup experiment across varying specifications. All models
regress candidate preference on an indicator for whether the candidate is shown the simple version
of the messages presented in Table F1. Model 1 is a bivariate model. Model 2 introduces issue fixed
effects. Model 3 omits the conditions with the *Schools’ issue, which in the pilot phase turned out

to be overwhelmingly popular.

Table G1: Regression estimates from followup experiment.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Simple snippet 0.272%%*  (.237%%*F  ().337*%*
(0.070) (0.069) (0.078)
Intercept 4.864%**
(0.035)
Num.Obs. 7286 7176 5471
Std.Errors by: id by: id by: id
Issue FE v v
’Schools’ issue excl. v
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H Trends in simplicity over time

Figures H1 and H2 show trends in simplicity over time.

-
=
L

Simplicity (LIX measure)
[=}]

2000 2005 2010 2015 2020
Year

Figure H1: Average simplicity by year (LIX measure).
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Figure H2: Average simplicity by year (rare words measure).
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I Regression tables for validation exercise

Table I1 shows results from the validation exercise. The table shows the results of regressing
respondents’ selection of a text snippet as ’easier’ in a paired choice task on the LIX and rare words

measures of text snippet simplicity. Models are logistic regression models.

14



Table I1: Logistic regression models predicting text chosen as easier.

LIX measure Rare words measure

Simplicity (LIX) 0.004+
(0.002)
Simplicity (Rare words) 0.004*%*
(0.002)
No. of words 0.001 0.000
(0.001) (0.001)
Num.Obs. 6192 6192
Log.Lik. —4290.127 —4288.464
F 1.829 3.496
RMSE 0.50 0.50

+p <0.1,%p < 0.05, %% p < 0.01, ** p < 0.001
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