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Science, University of Basel, Basel, Switzerland

ABSTRACT
Although foreign policy is often associated with national unity and national 
interests, this view overlooks the role of parties as pivotal decision-makers in 
shaping foreign policy. Political ideologies and party dynamics influence 
foreign policy decisions, from coalition unity to opposition strategies. We 
assume that when events requiring a quick reaction occur, parties will act 
more cohesively. In addition, the legislative and executive parts of 
government parties will move closer to each other. Opposition parties, on 
the other hand, will use this opportunity to present themselves as an 
alternative to the government and express criticism. To test this theory, we 
look at speeches in parliament about foreign policy in Germany between 
1990 and 2021. We differentiate between types of events and their severity. 
Applying text-as-data methods to scale party positions, governing party 
members increase intra- and inter-party cohesion, thus showing a rally effect. 
The same is not true for opposition parties, who generally distance 
themselves from the government. Our findings shed new light on event- 
based approaches when explaining party movements and party behaviour in 
parliament.

ARTICLE HISTORY Received 27 May 2025; Accepted 18 February 2026

Introduction

Foreign policy is often seen as a realm of national unity, where ‘politics stops 
at the water’s edge’. Yet, this ideal is increasingly questioned. Research shows 
that ideological divisions shape parliamentary support for military deploy
ments, with governing parties more likely to project leadership and opposi
tion parties expressing dissent (Arena and Palmer 2009; Bertoli, Dafoe, and 
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Trager 2019; Haesebrouck and Mello 2020; Oktay 2018; Stremming 2025; 
Vignoli, Ostermann, and Wagner 2024). However, this divide is not static. 
During critical events, opposition parties may rally behind the government, 
seeking to appear responsible under public and media scrutiny (Beijen, Otjes, 
and Kanne 2022; Louwerse et al. 2021). These shifting dynamics often focus 
either on single events or on existential danger, overlooking complexities of 
multiparty systems during external events. In coalition governments, 
internal ideological tensions shape foreign policy positions, while opposition 
parties face the dual challenge of confronting the government and respond
ing to public sentiment. To better understand when and how party dynamics 
shift, we focus on critical events – disruptions that challenge the expectation 
of unity and force parties to reposition themselves.

We conceptualise critical events as temporary, externally triggered disrup
tions that increase the visibility and strategic interdependence of political 
actors. Consistent with Lupia and Strøm (1995), Diermeier and Stevenson 
(2000), and Williams, Koch, and Smith (2013), these events are conceptual
ised as exogenous, though not necessarily sudden, shocks that disrupt the 
political status quo and alter the bargaining space and win-sets of parties 
both within and outside government. In this context, exogeneity refers to 
the political level: events originate outside government decision-making 
and are not direct outcomes of parties’ strategic choices, yet they reshape 
incentives within the political process. Such disruptions do not necessarily 
result in government breakdown but serve as inputs into coalition and nego
tiation dynamics (Laver 1998; Lupia and Strøm 1995). In contrast to crises, 
which threaten a state’s core values and necessitate urgent executive action 
under conditions of uncertainty (Brecher and Ben Yehudaa 1985; Mueller 
1973), critical events are politically consequential but do not pose existential 
threats. As these events do not endanger state survival, parties encounter 
fewer constraints and are able to respond strategically rather than defensively.

Critical events are characterised by four interrelated features: (1) Strategic 
behaviour. Party responses are primarily strategic rather than value-driven, 
as such events heighten incentives to demonstrate competence, credibility, 
or leadership. (2) Visibility and politicisation. Critical events attract 
intense public and media attention, particularly in foreign policy, compelling 
parties to articulate their positions towards each other and towards voters. 
(3) Bargaining space and win-sets. By reshaping expectations and attention, 
critical events temporarily reopen the bargaining space in which parties 
either coordinate or differentiate. Government parties seek to project unity 
and decisiveness, whereas opposition parties aim to present responsibility 
or alternative competence. (4) Temporality. The effects of critical events 
are relatively short-lived. Once salience diminishes, parties revert to baseline 
positions, indicating that such alignments are situational and strategic rather 
than programmatic.
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Existing research has often examined critical events within domestic poli
tics, for example the effects of economic or party factors on government sur
vival (Andorff-Woller et al. 2025; Hellström and Walther 2019). Few studies 
extend the concept to the foreign-policy domain. For example, Pickering and 
Kisangani (2023) analyse how military interventions affect government stab
ility. This analysis adopts a different perspective, focusing on critical events 
as foreign-policy disruptions that trigger parliamentary debate and strategic 
repositioning, rather than government collapse. Such events include military 
interventions, terrorist attacks, cyber incidents, and international diplomatic 
or security conflicts. They are externally induced developments that attract 
media and parliamentary attention without posing a direct threat to state 
survival.

To empirically examine these dynamics, we focus on parliamentary 
debates about foreign policy, a policy field where externally caused critical 
events are most likely to be discussed and less likely to be attributed to gov
ernment failure. It is also important to choose an issue where, for most 
events, the allocation of blame is not towards the government, such as for 
economic hardships, but rather towards external actors. Foreign policy 
debates expose how parties navigate urgency, public pressure, and ideologi
cal tensions, especially when national unity is expected but not guaranteed. 
Therefore, we examine speeches by MPs in the German Bundestag. By con
ducting keyword searches, we isolate debates focused on foreign policy. To 
estimate party positions on these issues, we apply Wordfish and analyse 
how these positions shift depending on the salience of critical events. The sal
ience of a critical event is measured through media coverage based on the 
assumption that a higher volume of reports reflects greater public and politi
cal attention. Our findings reveal that coalition parties align with the govern
ment during critical events, whereas opposition parties tend to differentiate 
themselves more from the government.

The paper adds to the literature on responses to critical events and legis
lative-executive relations.1 First, it goes beyond the binary distinction 
between government and opposition by examining internal coalition 
dynamics, shedding light on how parties navigate ideological differences 
during critical events. Second, analysing a broad range of critical events, 
we explore varying effects on parliamentary cohesion, contributing to the 
debate on event-based explanations of party behaviour. Third, we conduct 
a long-term analysis covering the period from 1990 to 2021, enabling us to 
identify trends in parliamentary behaviour over time. Existing studies on 
party positioning in response to international events often rely on single 
crises, such as Germany’s role in Eurozone negotiations (De Giorgi, 
Moury, and Ruivo 2017) or parliamentary debates during the COVID-19 
pandemic (Hegewald and Schraff 2024). Fourth, we differentiate between 
types of events to show how they affect party behaviour, and which events 
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trigger a response. Fifth, we assess the salience of these events by measuring 
media intensity and examining its impact on rally effects, recognising that 
more severe critical events are likely to have more significant political 
consequences.

A Theoretical Framework for Party Behaviour during Critical 
Events

The rally-around-the-flag effect describes short-term surges in public 
support for the government during crises that threaten national core 
values, fostering national unity and political cohesion (Bussmann and Iost 
2024; Mueller 1973). While this concept has traditionally been used to 
explain changes in executive approval, more recent research shows that 
crises can also affect parliamentary behaviour, shaping party cohesion and 
the dynamics of legislative debates (Beijen, Otjes, and Kanne 2022; De 
Giorgi, Moury, and Ruivo 2017; Louwerse et al. 2021). Our study builds 
on this insight but takes a different perspective. Rather than focusing on 
public opinion or government popularity, we examine how parliamentary 
party groups respond to critical events. Our analysis focuses on critical 
events in foreign policy that generate heightened visibility and strategic 
incentives for parties. Because these events do not pose existential threats, 
party behaviour becomes primarily strategic rather than emotional: parties 
are aware that they are being observed by voters, the media, and inter
national partners, which motivates them to manage impressions of compe
tence and unity. In this context, alignment is expressed through the 
convergence of publicly stated positions: parties temporarily align their 
framing and evaluation of the event to project control and decisiveness, 
even if underlying preferences differ. Parliamentary groups navigate these 
challenges along three key dimensions: (1) intra-party alignment, (2) 
coalition dynamics, and (3) opposition behaviour. We look at all three 
types of behaviour to get a full picture of how parties react to critical events.

First, we focus on behaviour within parties. International crises can gen
erate a sense of external threat, triggering a patriotic reflex that strengthens 
group attachment (Blomdahl 2019; Groeling and Baum 2008; Mueller 1973). 
This dynamic can lead to a sense of emotional unity within parties, as 
members rally behind their party to project solidarity and national stability 
(Beijen, Otjes, and Kanne 2022). Such cohesion is grounded in shared values, 
collective responsibility, and trust in party leadership (Orhan 2024). For 
critical events, however, the mechanism differs: alignment is less a product 
of emotional rallying than of strategic calculation. Under normal circum
stances, voter satisfaction is closely tied to partisan affiliation (Evans and 
Chzhen 2016). During critical events, evaluations shift from partisanship 
to competence: voters and the media closely monitor how effectively political 
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actors manage the situation (Hobolt, Tilley, and Banducci 2013). For individ
ual parties, maintaining internal alignment therefore becomes a form of 
impression management—projecting unity and control to signal compe
tence. MPs may align with the party line to avoid electoral costs even 
when privately disagreeing (Achen and Bartels 2016; Kuijpers 2019; 
Russell 2014).

However, strategic alignment is not experienced equally among party 
members. Critical events amplify existing hierarchies and visibility pressures 
within parties. Backbenchers face a dual constraint: aligning with the party 
strengthens credibility, but they also remain accountable to their constitu
ents, especially if the government’s response is contested (Herzog and 
Benoit 2015). Party leaders and ministers, by contrast, have both stronger 
incentives and greater capacity to maintain discipline and ensure a coherent 
public message. They also possess the organisational means to do so: leaders 
control parliamentary speech opportunities, committee assignments, and 
career incentives, enabling them to restrict dissenting voices and maintain 
message coherence (Bäck et al. 2019; Proksch and Slapin 2012, 2015). Parlia
mentary debates, however, still offer limited room for symbolic dissent, and 
party leaders can tolerate minor deviations in speeches (Proksch and Slapin 
2012, 2015). During critical events, leaders apply these mechanisms more 
restrictively to manage the party’s public image. However, if the govern
ment’s response becomes publicly contested, internal disagreements may 
surface as individual MPs position themselves towards different constituencies.

Hypothesis 1: When a critical event occurs, political parties present them
selves less internally fragmented in public, particularly while the issue 
remains highly visible and politically uncontested.

Second, we examine coalition dynamics. The strategic logic of visible 
unity extends to coalition governments, where signalling competence 
becomes a collective imperative. However, coalition governments add com
plexities to decision-making because they consist of multiple actors with dis
tinct interests, making decisions more negotiated and dependent on 
compromises (Martin and Vanberg 2003). This complexity is further com
pounded by the need for legislative confidence, where parliament, as a prin
cipal, delegates authority to the government, which acts as its agent. During 
critical events requiring rapid responses, these negotiated processes and 
lengthy legislative procedures are often bypassed, leading to centralised 
decision-making among government officials, such as the chancellor and 
key ministers (Forsberg and Pursiainen 2006). This centralisation reduces 
the influence of coalition MPs, particularly backbenchers who do not hold 
executive or legislative office, and can complicate intra-coalition coordi
nation as parties may perceive their preferences as insufficiently represented.

However, strategic considerations frequently prevent overt conflict. 
Voters typically evaluate government performance collectively, particularly 
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during critical events, and expect clear, unified leadership (Boin et al. 2017; 
Bol et al. 2020; Feinstein 2020; Powell and Whitten 1993). A government 
perceived as divided faces electoral punishment, as public disagreement 
undermines the credibility of its leadership and signals instability 
(Achen and Bartels 2016). Because responsibility attribution within 
coalitions is often ambiguous, all partners are incentivised to project col
lective unity and avoid the diffusion of blame. Media attention intensifies 
these pressures: high visibility increases both the perceived benefits of 
unity and the reputational costs of internal dissent. Under intense media 
scrutiny, disagreements that might otherwise remain internal become 
public and politically damaging, creating strong incentives for disciplined 
communication and message control. At the same time, extensive coverage 
also prolongs the period in which unity is expected, since ongoing visibility 
keeps the government’s crisis performance under observation, creating 
strong incentives for disciplined communication and message control. 
By aligning their public positions and presenting a cohesive stance, 
coalition parties minimise the electoral impact on individual partners 
and reinforce the government’s overall credibility (Ramos and Sanz 
2020). In parliamentary debates, this is evident in the government’s 
framing, justification, and prioritisation of the event. These incentives 
are particularly strong, when uncertainty and media attention are high 
and the reputational costs of dissent outweigh potential electoral gains 
from differentiation. The strength of alignment may also vary by coalition 
type: established coalitions with ideologically proximate partners face 
lower coordination costs, whereas fragmented coalitions may find sus
tained alignment more difficult (Oktay 2022).

Hypothesis 2: When a critical event occurs, the parliamentary represen
tatives of coalition parties align more closely with the public position articu
lated by the executive leadership.

Third, we look at opposition parties. Here, the picture is more complex 
and there are arguments for both divergence and convergence between 
opposition and government parties during critical events. In democracies, 
opposition parties have different functions in parliament. In the 1960s, 
scholars described holding the government accountable and providing 
an alternative perspective as tasks of the opposition (Dahl 1966; Ionescu 
and Madariaga 1968). Garritzmann (2017) describes three main functions 
of opposition parties: control, critique, and providing an alternative to the 
current government. He calls these three functions the Trinity of Opposi
tion. However, Louwerse and Zorina (2025) argue that cooperation 
extends these oversight mechanisms. They contend that opposition 
parties sometimes collaborate with the government to find compromises 
and influence policy. The mode of cooperation or confrontation 
between parties is influenced by factors such as ideological distance 
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(Hohendorf, Saalfeld, and Sieberer 2021; Tuttnauer 2018), type of govern
ment (Louwerse et al. 2017; Mújica and Sánchez-Cuenca 2006), veto 
power (Hohendorf, Saalfeld, and Sieberer 2021; Stecker 2011), party size 
(Tuttnauer 2018), and the policy area under discussion (Stecker 2011; 
Tuttnauer 2020).

As established above, critical events generate strategic rather than existen
tial pressures. Under these conditions, opposition parties face a strategic 
dilemma: aligning too closely with the government risks blurring party 
profiles, while criticism may appear opportunistic or irresponsible. The repu
tational and electoral costs of dissent are therefore highest, when information 
is scarce, uncertainty high, and public expectations of national responsibility 
strong.

Media attention further shapes this calculus. High media visibility 
increases both the pressure to respond and the platform for doing so. 
While low-visibility events may pass without extensive parliamentary 
debate, intense media coverage compels opposition parties to articulate a 
position. Crucially, this visibility provides opposition parties with an oppor
tunity for strategic differentiation: the more attention an event receives, the 
greater the potential electoral rewards for presenting a credible alternative to 
the government’s response. Opposition criticism gains traction precisely 
when media attention is high, as voters are more likely to receive and evalu
ate competing messages.

When government responses become contested, opposition parties can 
strategically exploit emerging grievances by reframing the event, highlighting 
policy failures, or offering alternative solutions (Diermeier and Stevenson 
1999; Laver and Shepsle 1996; Lupia and Strøm 1995). This dynamic was 
visible during the COVID-19 pandemic, when cross-party support gave 
way to sharper opposition as protests intensified and public trust in govern
ment measures eroded. Opposition parties therefore quickly framed the 
crisis around government performance itself (Johansson, Hopmann, and 
Shehata 2021). Larger or formerly governing opposition parties are especially 
well positioned to engage in such strategic criticism, as they can draw on 
prior office experience to legitimise their alternative proposals (Louwerse 
et al. 2021).

In sum, opposition parties face a trade-off during critical events. While 
expectations of national responsibility may initially constrain overt criticism, 
heightened media visibility also provides opportunities for strategic differen
tiation. We expect that, on balance, opposition parties use critical events to 
distance themselves from the government, particularly when media attention 
is high.

Hypothesis 3: When a critical event occurs, opposition parties criticise 
the government and increase the distance of their displayed political pos
itions, especially when visibility and contestation of the event are high.
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Research Design

Case Selection

Germany is an interesting case for several reasons. First, it has a multi
party system with coalition governments, increasing the complexity of 
critical event responses. In such systems, parties must negotiate positions 
to maintain coalitions, making Germany particularly well-suited to study
ing how different parties adjust their behaviour during critical events. For 
example, coalition partners may either converge around shared positions 
or maintain distinct stances, depending on the salience of the critical 
events. Second, Germany has a relatively stable political system with 
only few cases of government turnover, political unrest, or institutional 
breakdown. This stability increases confidence that observed changes in 
party behaviour can be attributed to critical events rather than systemic 
disruptions. Third, many critical events do not occur within Germany 
but require a domestic political response due to alliance obligations, geo
political entanglements, or normative expectations. Events such as mili
tary conflicts, international terrorism, or external humanitarian crises 
pressure German political actors to position themselves, support inter
national measures, or engage diplomatically. These mediated events are 
not immediate domestic threats, but compel parties to frame their 
responses strategically, negotiate internal disagreements, and balance 
international expectations with domestic political dynamics. Fourth, 
Germany plays a pivotal role in NATO and the EU, where responses to 
critical events are coordinated, debated, and often expected. This embedd
edness increases the visibility and weight of Germany’s responses, making 
it a particularly relevant case to study how national-level party dynamics 
interact with transnational expectations.

For our analysis, we use speeches in the German Bundestag between 1990 
and 2021. We take our data from the Open Discourse dataset, which provides 
all speeches held in the German parliament. This time span includes eight 
different legislative terms, a total of seven parliamentary groups, and four 
different parties in government.2 Independent MPs and nongovernmental 
guest speakers are excluded. All governments are coalition governments. 
Table 1 below gives an overview of the different legislative periods covered.

First, we must determine the speeches dealing with foreign and security 
policy. To accomplish this, we develop a list of relevant keywords (see 
Appendix A.1). The list was created inductively based on recurring terms 
in relevant parliamentary debates and refined through iterative testing. As 
argued above, we focus on this policy area because most critical events 
have an external threat, and the government is difficult to blame directly. 
Speeches containing those keywords were separated from the rest. Sessions 
with only one or two speeches were excluded, as they appeared to mention 
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rather than substantively debate the topic. This results in a dataset of more 
than 40,000 speeches. An overview of how those speeches are distributed 
over time can be found in appendix A.2.1.

Dependent Variables

To estimate the expressed position of parties in parliament, we use Wordfish 
(Slapin and Proksch 2008). Wordfish is an unsupervised scaling method in 
which word counts are used to determine the party’s position. The assump
tion is that the frequency with which specific words are used indicates a 
policy position. A simple example: if a party uses the word ‘social’ more 
often, they are more likely to be on one side of the scale compared to 
parties that use the word ‘market’ extensively. This only works if the 
number of words is sufficiently high in order to have a valid, stable position, 
and for the algorithm to converge. It is recommended to use a document 
length of at least 1800 words (Egerod and Klemmensen 2020). To have 
enough speeches, we take all foreign policy speeches by a party in the 
quarter of a year. However, we had to drop four of the total 123 quarters 
because there were not enough speeches about foreign policy. These word 
counts are mapped as a Poisson distribution, where the latent party position 
can be extracted. What we get in the end is not a classical left-right scale, but 
rather a comparison of political actors’ expressed positions. So, in the end, we 
get a party’s expressed position in foreign policy position within a quarter. 
Wordfish has become an established method in political science to measure 
not only left-right issues, but also specific dimensions such as immigration 
(Ruedin and Morales 2019) and military issues (Vignoli 2020; Vignoli, Oster
mann, and Wagner 2024). It is important to note that we look at speakers 
representing the government (i.e. ministers and chancellors) separately from 
regular MPs. We assume that government representatives represent the gov
ernment line when speaking in parliament (Laver 2021) compared to MPs 
representing mainly party interests (Bäck and Debus 2016).

We have two dependent variables. For hypothesis 1, we look at the agree
ment within a party. Therefore, we use the standard deviation of the party 

Table 1. Legislative periods covered.
Legislative Term Time Government Coalition Factions in Parliament Number of Speeches

12 1990–94 CDU/FDP 5 5167
13 1994–98 CDU/FDP 5 4020
14 1998– 

2002
SPD/Green 5 5123

15 2002–05 SPD/Green 4 3027
16 2005–09 CDU/SPD 5 4829
17 2009–13 CDU/FDP 5 6207
18 2013–17 CDU/SPD 4 5373
19 2017–21 CDU/SPD 6 6028
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positions to determine how broad the overall party position is. Taking stan
dard deviations is a common measurement for heterogeneity within parties 
(Carroll and Kubo 2019; Giannetti and Pinto 2020; Jensen and Lee 2017). 
Appendix A.2.3 shows this internal party fragmentation by party and over 
time. Overall, all parties have times where the party is more or less fragmen
ted. Hypotheses 2–4 deal with whether government and opposition parties in 
parliament show more support for the government during critical events. 
Here, we look at the difference in the party position between the party and 
government representatives. The distribution of government and party pos
itions as well as summary statistics on each party can be found in appendix 
A.2.4-A.2.5.

Independent Variables

We define critical events as extraordinary events that trigger perceived 
threats to national security or stability, often requiring rapid political 
responses and positioning from political actors, regardless of whether the 
threat materialises directly within Germany or through international obli
gations. First, we use critical events in general before turning to two more 
fine-grained measures: the type of event and the intensity. The variable Criti
cal Event is a dummy which takes the value 1 if any of the types of events 
listed below took place in a respective quarter. The graph in appendix 
A.2.2 shows that there is no significant difference in the number of speeches 
just before, after or with no connection to a critical event. This means that 
the analysis actually focuses on what is being said instead of how much 
foreign policy is addressed.

We differentiate between six types of critical events. The first category 
includes wars and military disputes. We take all events from the Inter
national Crisis Behaviour Dataset (Brecher et al. 2021) and selected those 
where Germany responded directly, for example, via sanctions. The 
second category is foreign deployments, which are all cases where German 
troops are assigned to other conflict areas. In Germany, the deployment of 
troops must be discussed in parliament. The third category is cyber and tech
nology. We include cyberattacks and espionage if they come from an inter
national organisation and involve the infrastructure of the German 
government or the German military structure. It is taken from the Global 
Dataset of Cyber Incidents. Our fourth category is terrorism on German ter
ritory, which is measured with data from the Global Terrorism Database 
(National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terror
ism 2022). We have two restrictions. First, the terrorist attack has to be 
severe. We set our threshold at more than one casualty or more than ten 
wounded. Second, not all terrorist attacks are a threat to national security, 
and not all terrorist attacks concern foreign policy. For example, xenophobic 
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attacks by individuals concern mainly domestic politics. Incidents that 
involve international terrorist organisations are seen as an outgroup and 
can therefore strengthen identification with one’s own group, i.e. one’s 
own nation (Blomdahl 2019). Therefore, we only include those cases. Our 
fifth category is international terrorism. We assume that significant terrorist 
incidents in other European countries can influence domestic perceptions of 
security and trigger political responses in Germany. Research suggests that 
such spillover effects are not automatic but depend on factors such as 
media framing, party competition, and perceived threat proximity (Larsen, 
Cutts, and Goodwin 2020). We thus include all terrorist attacks in Europe 
with more than ten casualties or more than fifty injured, provided that 
they were attributed to international terrorist organisations. We further 
include 9/11 because, although it was not on European ground, as an 
attack on a NATO country, the USA expected allies to get involved. Our 
last category includes all cases of threats to national security that do not fit 
any other category. This category includes the COVID-19 outbreak, the 
Eurozone crisis,3 the migration crisis,4 and the withdrawal from Afghanistan. 
Table 2 shows the different types of events in our dataset. Furthermore, an 
overview of the different events over time is in appendix A.2.6.

Besides the type of event, we also determine how salient it is as media 
attention should increase strategic efforts. Therefore, we look at the 
number of newspaper reports of an event. There are two potential problems 
here: politicians can influence media themselves (Hopmann et al. 2012; 
Maier et al. 2019), and media often focus on political conflict (Lupacheva 
and Mölder 2024; Philipps 2024), which means that they may emphasise 
events where opposition and government are divided. However, if parties 
try to influence the media to focus on such events, it means that the event 
is salient to at least one actor. Therefore, we see the number of newspapers 
as a proxy of how important an event is, independent of whether it is pushed 
by politicians, public opinion, or the media itself. We take the number of 
reports from the website GENIOS. The database contains electronic press, 
company, and economic information, primarily for the German-speaking 
countries. We categorise the reports and create an ordinal scale displayed 
in Table 3 below. If multiple events occur within a quarter, we take the 

Table 2. Types of events.
Type of Event Number of events

Military Dispute 17
Foreign Assignment 16
Cyber & Technology 11
Terrorism (national) 5
Terrorism (international) 15
Other 8
Total 64
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sum of the number of reports. This leads to our three different measures of 
critical events: one dummy for all critical events, one differentiation between 
different types, and one between different intensity levels by looking at media 
reports.

Control Variables

We use several control variables in our analysis. First, for models not 
already differentiating between party type, we control for whether a party 
is in government. Government parties are watched more closely and 
should therefore be more prone to changing their behaviour (Besley and 
Burgess 2001). Second, the range of parties determines how divided the 
parliament is. The greater the range, the greater the heterogeneity in parlia
ment. This heterogeneity can affect the reaction to threats (Kobayashi 
and Katagiri 2018). Research on coalition foreign policy suggests that 
the ideological composition of parliament shapes both government and 
opposition behaviour: when the opposition is ideologically fragmented, 
governments face fewer constraints in foreign policy, whereas a unified 
opposition can more effectively challenge government positions (Oktay 
2022). Here, we look at the range of RILE scores from the manifesto 
project (Volkens et al. 2021). Third, we use the range of government, 
which is especially important for coalition parties. Coalition parties that 
are further apart originally will have a harder time approaching each 
other, and only do so when necessary. We also include party fixed effects 
in all models since we are interested in within-comparison and how 
parties change their behaviour after a critical event occurs. Table 4 shows 
the descriptive statistics of all variables.

Analysis

Hypothesis 1 deals with the question of whether parties act more united 
during critical events. Table 5 shows the OLS-regression with the party pos
ition’s standard deviation as a dependent variable, where a positive coeffi
cient means there are more internal speakers with a somewhat diverging 
position from the main party line. Therefore, a higher standard deviation 

Table 3. Intensity of events measured via news reports.
Category Number of reports Number of events

1 0–200 11
2 201–1,000 14
3 1,001–5,000 10
4 5,001–10,000 7
5 10,001 + 10
Total 52
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means higher internal party fragmentation. Model 1 shows that contrary to 
our theory, parties are less united when a critical event takes place compared 
to times without a critical event. The more important an event is, i.e. the 
more media reports are written on it, the greater the effect (model 2). 

Table 4. Descriptive statistics.
Variable n Mean SD Min Max

Dependent variables
Internal Party Fragmentation 570 0.22 0.06 0.07 0.42
Difference to Govt Party 570 1.14 0.77 0.0005 3.35
Critical event variables
Critical Event 590 0.39 0.49 0 1
Media Reports (categorised) 590 1.07 1.61 0 5
Military Dispute 590 0.12 0.33 0 1
Foreign Assignment 590 0.12 0.32 0 1
Cyber & Technology 590 0.09 0.29 0 1
Terrorism (national) 590 0.06 0.23 0 1
Terrorism (international) 590 0.08 0.27 0 1
Other 590 0.07 0.25 0 1
Other independent variables
Coalition Party 588 0.41 0.49 0 1
Range Parties Parliament 588 47.85 9.92 33.24 59.34
Range Parties Govt 588 19.00 6.94 8.29 27.02

Table 5. Impact of critical events on party fragmentation in the German Bundestag 
(1990–2021); Standard deviation of party positions with party fixed effects.

Dependent variable:

Internal Party Fragmentation

(1) (2) (3)

Critical Event 0.016∗∗∗ (0.005)
Media reports (categorised) 0.007∗∗∗ 

0.001)
Military Dispute 0.006

(0.007)
Foreign Assignment −0.009 

(0.007)
Cyber & Technology 0.022∗∗∗ (0.008)
Terrorism (national) 0.015

(0.010)
Terrorism (international) 0.020∗∗ (0.008)
Other 0.014

(0.009)
Govt. Party 0.005 0.004 0.005

(0.005) (0.005) (0.005)
Range Parties Govt. 0.001∗∗ (0.0003) 0.001∗ (0.0003) 0.001∗∗ (0.0003)
Range Parties Parliament 0.0002 0.0003 0.0003

(0.0002) (0.0002) (0.0002)
Party FE Yes Yes Yes
Observations 570 570 570
R2 0.033 0.057 0.050
Adjusted R2 

F Statistic
0.015 

4.699∗∗∗
0.040 

8.479∗∗∗
0.024 

3.238∗∗∗
Note: ∗p < 0.1; ∗∗p < 0.05; ∗∗∗p < 0.01.
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Looking at the different kinds of critical event in model 3, we can see that this 
effect is especially strong for cyber and technology, and international 
terrorism, which are arguably the critical events that threaten national 
security the most. All in all, we can reject hypothesis 1. This possibly 
means that during critical events, there is an increase in intra-party disagree
ment about how to react and deal with the critical event exactly. It might also 
be the case that most of the party moves to support the government, yet some 
remain in their previous position. This could be due to tactical reasons, i.e. 
not repelling certain voters, or their underlying ideological position is too 
strong. We will look at how the overall position of the party changes in 
the following.

Hypotheses 2–4 examine the support for the government by coalition and 
opposition parties, respectively. In order to make the comparison easier, 
both types of parties are shown in Table 6. Models 1–3 show the results 
for how government parties change the position of their own government 
in times of critical events, and models 4–6 show the results for opposition 
parties. The government models confirm our hypothesis: during critical 
events, government parties are more likely to move closer to the government 
position (m1). More attention in the media increases the effect (m2). When 
we break down our model into different types of critical events, this is more 
or less confirmed. Although not all types of critical events have statistically 
significant coefficients, except for national terrorism, they are all negative. 
Therefore, we find support for hypothesis 2. For the opposition, the results 
are less clear. Models 4–6 indicate that the effect of critical events on opposi
tion behaviour is limited: in most cases, opposition parties do not seem to 
adjust their behaviour at all. However, if the event is discussed more in 
the media, they move away from the government (m5).

The models in Table 6 use a split sample to look at government and oppo
sition separately. To see the effects in comparison, we interact government 
status with critical events and show the predicted values in Figure 1; first 
for critical events as a dummy, then for intensity. Here, we see the differences 
between the two groups more clearly. When a critical event occurs, govern
ment parties approach the government position, while opposition parties 
distance themselves. This effect also holds when looking at how important 
the event is. In addition, in Appendix A.5, we use different types of events. 
The effect is especially strong for cyber and technology, terrorism, and 
other events. Thus, we find some support for H3, which means that opposi
tion parties exploit potential government weaknesses.

Validation and Robustness

To validate the measurement, we use a case where we know how the parties 
behaved to show that our measurement behaves as expected. In appendix A.3, 
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we use the case of the 9/11 terrorist attacks to show how all parties decreased 
their difference with the government as an immediate reaction. However, the 
effect is short-lived.

We conduct several robustness checks in appendix A.4. First, we 
conduct the analysis without party fixed effects. This does not alter our 
results except for opposition party behaviour during critical events, 
where the coefficient becomes statistically significant. Second, we use an 
alternative measure for opposition behaviour. Since it is possible that 
opposition parties do not want to support the government openly, they 
might simply limit the number of critical voices by speaking less. There
fore, we use the number of speeches by the opposition as a dependent 
variable. While the significance of the three coefficients decreases, the 
general trend remains constant. Third, foreign policy attitudes differ 
between parties in terms of party position (Stremming 2025) as well as 
voters (Wurthmann and Wagner 2025). Thus, we exclude the two 
extreme parties, PDS/Linke and AfD from the analysis because of their 
anti-establishment attitudes. The results do not change. Fourth, we 
acknowledge that grouping all speeches in quarters means that sometimes 
a lot of time passes until the effect can be shown. Therefore, we use 
months as a time unit. It should be noted that there are many cases in 
which there are too few speeches to make meaningful measurements, 
and the results are often not very stable. When using months instead of 
quarters, there are some changes in significance levels for different types 
of critical events in both directions in the internal cohesion model and 
for the difference in government position, but the overall trend remains 
the same.

Figure 1. Predicted values of alignment with the government for coalition and opposi
tion parties during crises, based on regression models; with 95 percent confidence 
intervals.
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Conclusion

Our study reveals that MPs from government parties align with the govern
ment’s position, reinforcing their support for leadership and demonstrating 
internal alignment. Opposition parties, on the other hand, do not exhibit a 
clear systematic shift in behaviour during critical events. If anything, they 
move further away from the government. Our findings suggest that opposition 
positioning remains more complex and contingent on additional factors beyond 
the occurrence of critical events alone. This contrasts with previous research by 
Louwerse et al. (2021), who found explicit opposition support for government 
actions. However, their study focuses on the COVID-19 crisis, a uniquely per
vasive event that differs from other critical events, such as terrorist attacks. Our 
results indicate that expanding the scope of analysis to include a broader range 
of critical events is essential for a more comprehensive understanding of 
dynamic parliamentary behaviour. Specifically, our findings reveal that media 
intensity does not merely reflect but actively shapes the strategic calculus of par
liamentary actors. High media visibility appears to amplify reputational costs for 
coalition parties, intensifying pressure for unity, while simultaneously providing 
opposition parties opportunities for strategic differentiation. This dual dynamic 
warrants further theoretical and empirical attention in future research.

Our research makes several important contributions. Analysing party 
behaviour in a multiparty parliamentary system provides a more nuanced 
perspective on how political actors respond to critical events in coalition- 
based governments. Furthermore, our differentiation between government 
representatives, coalition parties, and opposition parties demonstrates that 
critical events do not influence all parliamentary actors similarly. Addition
ally, by incorporating issue salience as measured through media reports, our 
study highlights the role of external political dynamics in shaping parliamen
tary responses. This approach bridges the gap between institutional decision- 
making and public discourse, demonstrating that parliamentary reactions 
are not isolated from broader societal and media influences.

Despite its contributions, our study has its limitations. First, the number of 
critical events analysed is limited, which restricts the generalisability of our 
findings. Second, critical events vary significantly in nature and implications, 
making direct comparisons complex. Not only do responses become stronger 
when media attention and the importance of an event increase, but different 
types of events also provoke different reactions. The reasons for this remain 
unexplored here. However, future research should consider that not all events 
are equal. Third, research would further benefit from integrating additional 
crisis-level data, such as perceived public threat levels and the number of casual
ties, as these factors are known to shape government approval (Gartner and 
Segura 1998; Gelpi, Feaver, and Reifler 2005; Karol and Miguel 2007). Fourth, 
our analysis focuses on parliamentary alignment rather than coalition stability; 
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future research should examine whether alignment during critical events affects 
subsequent coalition survival. We also need to explore how opposition position
ing during critical events influences democratic stability, public trust, and the 
broader political landscape. Moreover, the duration of critical events should 
be examined further, as prolonged crises tend to erode government approval 
over time (Boettcher, William, and Cobb 2006).

In conclusion, while our findings affirm the assumption that government 
parties demonstrate increased alignment during critical events, the absence of 
a clear behavioural shift among opposition parties raises essential questions 
about their role in response to external events. This ambiguity is particularly rel
evant for public confidence in political institutions, as fragmented opposition 
can contribute to political disillusionment. At the same time, our findings 
suggest that party alignment increases across all parliamentary groups, indicating 
internal debates rather than outright polarisation. While our findings are specific 
to the German multiparty parliamentary system with its coalition-based govern
ance, they raise broader questions about critical event responses in similar insti
tutional contexts. Future cross-national research should examine whether the 
patterns observed here, alignment among government parties and ambiguous 
opposition responses, hold across different parliamentary democracies, or 
whether institutional variations (e.g. majority vs. coalition governments, electoral 
systems) produce distinct critical event dynamics. Attention should also be given 
to different party types, especially the extent to which anti-system parties or 
office-seeking opposition parties exploit critical events. These insights contribute 
to a deeper understanding of crisis politics in parliamentary democracies and lay 
the groundwork for further research on how parties navigate the balance 
between unity and critique during periods of national threat.

Notes

1. In the paper, we use the words cabinet, coalition and government to refer to the 
executive. When speaking of actors in parliament, we use the terms party or MPs.

2. We count CDU and CSU as one party, as they do not compete with each other 
and form one parliamentary group.

3. Identified as the 2009 Greek announcement of their public deficit, and the 
beginning of the EU bailout in 2010.

4. We do not classify migration as a critical event per se, but include the 2015 
refugee crisis due to its exceptional framing by political actors and the 
media as a crisis. In addition, it was treated as a security-related issue requiring 
international coordination, particularly within the EU.
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