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COMDEM: The New Role of Committees in Parliamentary Democracy: 
Interactions between Parliamentary Committees, Parties, Interest Groups 
and the Public  
 

1. Excellence 
1.1 State of the art, knowledge needs and project objectives (1-2 pgs) 
Parliaments are the core arena of democratic government, both as a decision-making and a deliberative 
arena (Habermas, 2006), and parliamentary committees are traditionally understood as the “engine room 
of democracy” (Alexander, 2009) and the “work horses” where the actual work of the legislature gets 
done (Mickler, 2017, 6). In theory, we have considerable knowledge about the role of committees: they 
are seen as central in the execution of parliaments’ key functions in the political system, specifically 
crafting legislation (the legislative function), financing the government (the budgetary function) and 
conducting oversight (the control function), in addition to their internal administrative function 
(organizing the work of the parliament) (Döring & Hallerberg, 2004; Lees & Shaw, 1979; Longley & 
Davidson, 1998; Martin, 2014; Mattson & Strøm, 1995; Rommetvedt, 1998). However, new research, 
both published and planned new international research by leading scholars in the field, challenge this 
basic understanding of the role of parliamentary committees which hitherto has been shared by both 
political scientists and practitioners.  
First, a new comparative volume on the role of parliamentary committees in the policy-making process 
in European, Middle Eastern/Arab, African countries and the United States find that deliberation or 
negotiation does not take place in committees, but rather outside of committees, that is, in the 
parliamentary party groups or among involved MPs from selected parties (Siefken & Rommetvedt, 
2021). Little is known about how these negotiations play out, and the committees’ interaction with other 
external actors is even more of a “black box”. In the case of Norway, Hernes (1971:68) argued that “not 
only is the committee the first stage in decision-making in the Parliament: for most practical reasons it 
is also the last”. According to the Norwegian Parliament, the Storting, itself, this is still the case: “In 
fact, it is in the committees that the real decisions on most matters of business are made (Stortinget 
2020:34)1. However, based on a survey among Norwegian MPs, Rommetvedt (2021, 241) argues that 
“Norwegian parliamentary committees are rather weak, they do not operate as unitary actors, and 
political compromises are negotiated among selected party factions outside the committees. Norwegian 
committees are not ‘political workshops’”.  
Second, following up on these findings, the new proposed research consortium ParCom: Inside the 
Engine Rooms of Parliaments: Committees and the Consequences of Composition and Transparency on 
Strength, Cultures and Roles (Siefken et al. 2021)2, intends to conduct a global, comparative and 
comprehensive study of parliamentary committees and their roles. Departing from this new empirical 
state of existing research, and as a separate consortium collaborating closelyengaging in a scholarly 
dialogue with ParCom3, COMDEMINT aims to answer the following main question: If the real decisions 
are not made in the standing committees of the Storting, how then are in fact the real decision made? In 
other words, we aim to unpack how parliamentary committees interact, negotiate and communicate with 
political parties, interest groups and the public at large, in order towards carrying out the democratic 
ir parliamentary functions and responsibilities of the Norwegian Parliament. Furthermore, CODEM 
will contribute to and benefit from the international comparisons to be coordinated by the ParCom 
project. 
 
 
 
 

 
1 Brochure, still on the website by December 13, 2021: https://www.stortinget.no/globalassets/pdf/brosjyrer---
plakater/hovedbrosjyre-div-spraak/the-storting-and-democracy_2020_english.pdf 
2 Research proposal submitted 17 November 2021 for the Open Research Area for the Social Sciences Seventh 
Call for Proposals 2021. See project organization below.  
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 - theoretical approach (brief introduction) 
 
- clearly spelled out project objectives, e.g.: 
• 
• 
• 
 
- project consortium 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1.2 Research questions and hypotheses, theoretical approach and methodology (5-6 pages) 
Theoretical approach 
 
Methodological approach  
- list of methods 
 
Organization of work packages  
• Aim 
• Key questions 
• Tasks 
 
 
1.3 Novelty and Ambition (0,5 pg.) 
 

2. Impact (1 pg.) 
2.1 Potential impact of the proposed research 
 
2.2 Measures for communication and exploitation 

 

3. Implementation (1-2 pgs.) 
3.1 Project manager and project group 
 
3.2 Project organization and management 
 
WP 1. Coordination, theorizing and synthesizing (leder: Hilmar M., deltakere: alle) 

Startfase: utvikle spørreskjema og intervjuguider som er koordinert ifht. de ulike WP’ene 

Sluttfase: syntetisering av funnene i de ulike WP’ene 

Koordinering med det internasjonale ParCom-prosjektet 

 

WP 2. Parliamentary party groups, committees and decision-making thorugh negotiations 
(leder: Thomas, deltakere: Ketil R., Hilmar R.)  

Forholdet mellom regjeringspartiene, opposisjonspartiene, stortingskomiteene, partienes 
komitefraksjoner, partienes stortingsgrupper, parlamentarisk ledelse, partiorganisasjonene utenom 
Stortinget 
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Strategisk eller deliberativt  

Deliverables: 1 scientific paper, 1 popular science article  

Aim: WP2 represents a natural follow-up of the earlier findings in related research that suggest the party 
group, rather than the committee, should be placed at the centre of policymaking in the parliament. Its 
aim is to discern the degree to which (negotiations between) party groups, rather than committees, act 
(or have become) the source of policy creation. Utilising both earlier survey data and findings (Heida 
and Rommetvedt 2020), this WP will benefit from the project’s survey, as well as further investigate the 
role of party groups as policy workshops through in-depth interviews with MPs. The goal is to gain an 
understanding of MPs’ assessments of the policy work carried out within and between party groups in 
the parliament, and to identify key variables and processes that impact how such negotiations are shaped, 
and what their outcomes are (or may be). By building on existing research of parliamentary committees 
(Heida and Rommetvedt 2020, Rommetvedt 1998), WP2 will help our understanding not only of why 
committees are (or can) no longer be seen as the policy workshops of a parliament, but also how policy 
is shaped when it is not created, as theorised by Sartori (Sartori 1987, 214) with an end goal of unanimity 
among all (committee) members. Key variables of interest in analysing the party group negotiation 
process include party size (resources), parliamentary status (opposition/government), executive 
experience (yes/no), party organisational model in parliament, contact with party outside parliament, 
contact with other party groups (also outside of negotiations), relations between opposition and 
government parties (and between the government parties alone), the committees themselves, party group 
leadership, and relations among individual party MPs. 

Key questions: How do parliamentary party groups act as policy workshops? How is policy shaped 
through inter-party negotiations (as opposed to committee negotiations)? What party characteristics 
impact (and how) the negotiation processes, and the negotiations’ outcomes? How do different parties 
view the end goal of inter-party negotiations? How are committees seen by MPs when they no longer 
act as ‘policy workshops’? 

 

 

WP 3. Organized interests, parties and committees (leder: Vibeke/Elin?, Hilmar R.) 

Generell kontakt/lobbyvirksomhet overfor stortingsrepresentantene og partienes rådgivere, fastere 
forbindelser mellom bestemte interesseorganisasjoner og partier, åpne høringer i komiteene 

Også departementenes skriftlige høringer?  

Argumentasjonsmåter, strategisk, deliberativt, allmenngjøring? 

 

WP 4. Communicating with the media and the public (leder: Hilmar M., deltakere: Ketil R.) 

Aim: This WP explores and analyzes what is perhaps the least understood and theorized function of 
parliamentary committees: their communicative role. Siefken and Rommetvedt (2021, 6) suggest that 
part of the reason for the fact that committees are still found everywhere, despite being side-lined in the 
policy-process, is related to their increased relevance as tools for parliamentary communication and 
outreach. A key dimension of parliaments’ legislative, budgetary and supervisory work is public 
outreach and communication vis-à-vis voters, the media, interest groups and other stakeholders. While 
we know of no parliamentary committees dedicated solely to communication, public engagement and 
outreach, comparative  
 
Åpenhet/lukkede møter, journalistenes arbeid, sosiale medier  
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Stortingets informasjonsarbeid, nettsider, skoletjeneste 

 

Metoder: 

Survey, intervjuer, dokumentstudier, observasjon på forhandlingsmøter (hvis mulig) 

 

Gjennomføring: 

Først kvalitative metoder, deretter survey – eller omvendt?  

 

Referansegruppe:  

Siefken, Holden Bates, Nikolenyi fra ParCom 

Stortingspolitikere (Ketil hjelper med dette) 

 
 
COMDEM is connected to the comparative ParCom project “Inside the Engine Rooms of Parliaments”. 
Applications for funding have been submitted to the Open Research Area for the Social Sciences, a 
collaborative arrangement between the research councils of Canada (SSHRC), Germany (DFG) and the 
UK (ESRC) (together with France). In addition to the applicants from these three countries, ParCom 
include cooperation partners from USA, Israel, Spain and Norway (member of the CODEM team, 
Hilmar Rommetvedt, represents Norway). The respective research councils cover salary for scholars 
from the ORA countries, but not for cooperating partners from other countries.     
COMDEM will organize a Scientific Advisory Board including members of the ParCom project, 
Professor Sven T. Siefken (Martin-Luther-University Halle-Wittenberg, Germany), Professor Csaba 
Nikolenyi (Concordia University, Canada), Associate Professor Stephen Holden Bates (University of 
Birmingham, UK), and others (tbd).  
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