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Abstract
Consultations are thought to increase the legitimacy of policies. However, this rea-
soning only holds if stakeholders really participate in the consultations. Current 
scholarship offers three explanations for participation patterns: Institutional rules, 
policy characteristics, and interest group resources determine participation. This 
article argues that additionally the linguistic complexity of consultation documents 
influences participation. Complex language deters potential participants, because it 
raises the costs of participation. A quantitative analysis of the German consultation 
of electricity grids lends credibility to the argument: If the description of a power 
line is simplified between two consultation rounds, the number of contributions 
mentioning that power line increases. This result contributes to our understanding 
of unequal participation patterns, and the institutional design of participatory proce-
dures. If we think that legitimacy is enhanced by broad participation, then language 
of the documents matters.
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Introduction

Consultations are an integral part of policymaking. Organizations like the Euro-
pean Commission, national governments, or local communities routinely ask for 
the input of stakeholders. The hope is that civil society contributes information 
to decisions, thereby enhancing output- and input legitimacy (Arras and Braun 
2018; Hermansson 2016).

However, there is a debate on the pattern of participation, that is, how many 
and what kind of actors participate in consultations. Normative reasoning argues 
that consultations should attract all kinds of stakeholders to generate input legiti-
macy (Smith 2009, 20–21). Output legitimacy is also affected: If there is no broad 
participation in consultations, there is a risk of agency capture (Beyers and Arras 
2019; Yackee and Yackee 2006). Thus, the research question is: What determines 
how many and what kind of actors participate in consultations?

The current literature either focuses on institutional features of the consul-
tation, on the characteristics of the participants, or on the salience of the topic 
to explain variation in participatory patterns. Many studies find a dominance of 
business interests (Hermansson 2016), conditioned by policy characteristics (Ras-
mussen and Carroll 2014), or the access rules (Beyers and Arras 2019; Pakull 
et al. 2020). Most arguments are grounded in a rational actor model, with poten-
tial participants calculating the costs and benefits of consultation participation 
(Røed and Wøien Hansen 2018; Sjoberg et al. 2017).

We argue that the linguistic properties of consultation documents also influ-
ence the costs and benefits of consultations, and should hence be part of a rational 
framework. These documents outline the context and the purpose of the consulta-
tion: The proposed policy, the questions on which stakeholders can comment, and 
the formal requirements (e.g., deadlines).

Our reasoning is directly derived from the rational actor model: Complex doc-
uments generate “cognitive transaction costs” (Hurka and Haag 2019), raise the 
costs of participation and alter the beliefs about the efficacy of a consultation con-
tribution (Sjoberg et  al. 2017). Thus, the more complex consultation documents 
are, the less responses they generate. However, this reasoning applies only to 
potential participants with little resources, such as citizens. Well-organized inter-
ests, such as business groups, have resources to process complex documents and 
draft consultation responses. Thus, our argument is about the language used in 
consultations, but not about language as the medium of social construction (Sau-
rugger 2010). Instead, we conceptualize language in terms of costs and benefits.

We study German electricity grid planning as a case. Electricity grid expan-
sion is contentious in Germany, as citizens do not want power lines close to their 
homes. To increase acceptance of grid expansion, the German legislator has insti-
tutionalized major consultations. Each planned power line is described in consul-
tation documents by the transmission system operators (TSOs), and citizens and 
stakeholders can submit comments (Steinbach 2013). The consultation process is 
repeated annually or every two years.
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Infrastructure planning is on the one hand a special case, as the policy field 
is highly complex. However, the ambition of consultations is to engage a broad 
variety of stakeholders in policymaking processes that were for a long time the 
domain of specialists. In that regard, infrastructure planning stands pars pro toto 
for a whole range of complex policy fields that are opened up to consultation 
procedures.

We generated a dataset that contains as an independent variable the complexity 
of the description of each power line (i.e., the proposed policy), measured using 
Lix readability scores (Bischof and Senninger 2017), and as a dependent variable 
the number of contributions that each power line receives by different types of 
actors. We estimate regression models to elucidate whether the complexity of the 
description is related to the number of contributions the power line receives.

On the one hand, this case precludes broad generalizability—electricity grid 
construction is a technical policy field. On the other hand, our design allows us to 
control for many factors that are thought to influence participation. Most impor-
tantly, the iterated nature of the consultation allows us to estimate a dynamic 
model: Does the number of contributions to the same power line change if the 
verbal description of that power line is changed?

The first result is that the TSOs—the actors conducting the consultation—
write very complex documents. However, over successive iterations of the con-
sultation, the TSOs simplify their documents. Second, making the description of 
a power line more readable increases the number of contributions that mention 
this power line. Third, we find mixed evidence for the proposition that complex 
documents mainly deter citizens’ contributions. On balance, it seems that many 
types of actors profit from easier documents and are more likely to contribute to 
the consultation.

This result has implications for several debates. First, for the German case of 
grid planning, the conclusion is that the consultation procedure is in principle 
open for everybody, but in practice, contributors only comment on those power 
lines that are described in not-too-complex language. Thus, our contribution 
joins the critical assessments of the procedure. The procedure may formally be 
a consultation of all planned power lines, but de facto, it is a consultation on 
the power lines that are described in easier language. Second, our result speaks 
to current research on language and politics. We support the argument that lin-
guistic properties of political documents have an impact on politically relevant 
outcomes (Bischof and Senninger 2017; Hurka and Haag 2019; Røed and Wøien 
Hansen 2018). Third, more specifically for interest group research, we open up 
an interesting venue. This research has focused on the consultation institutions, 
on the properties of the consulted policy or the characteristics of the participants 
to explain biases in participation. Our results suggests that even given the same 
context factors and the same policy complexity, the linguistic complexity of the 
consultation documents makes a difference.

The article is structured as follows: The next section discusses the literature on 
consultation participation, identifies the research gap, and derives hypotheses. The 
third sections outlines our case and the research design. The fourth section com-
prises the empirical analysis. Section five concludes.
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Theory: Who participates in consultations?

Consultations are a cornerstone of current policymaking (OECD 2001). All kinds 
of actors tasked with policymaking reach out to civil society. The expectations 
are high: Consultations are thought to allow societal preferences to flow more 
directly into policymaking, and hence increase input legitimacy (Bunea 2017, 50; 
Kohler-Koch and Finke 2007). Additionally, the quality of policies may increase 
because of the information gathered in consultations. Hence, the output legiti-
macy may increase (Bouwen 2002, 371). Alternatively, one may see consultations 
as a means to ensure throughput legitimacy, that is, as an instrument to ensure 
an open and transparent policymaking process (Arras and Beyers 2020; Schmidt 
2012, 14). No matter to which legitimatory “promise” one subscribes, the idea 
is that well-designed consultations increase the democratic quality of political 
decisions.

Combining normative political theory with empirical analysis, there is a lively 
debate on how many actors participate in consultations, and how diverse the set 
of participating actors is. The literature originates in different debates—demo-
cratic theory, theories of lobbying, or interest group research—and studies dif-
ferent levels of government—ranging from local administrations to international 
organizations—but there are some common threads. We can group the literature 
into three strands that see the determinants of participation in either the charac-
teristics of the participating actors, the characteristics of the policies consulted, 
or the institutions that structure the consultation.

The common thread of the literature is that potential consultation participants 
are seen as rational, calculating the benefits and costs of participating (Pakull 
et al. 2020; Røed and Wøien Hansen 2018; Sjoberg et al. 2017).

First, the literature on group characteristics argues that some groups can bear 
the costs of participating easier than others. Resourceful actors such as business 
actors have less costs participating in consultations as they already have expertise 
(Klüver 2013; Yackee and Yackee 2006). In particular for the European level, a 
well-established result is that consultations are biased toward the participation of 
well-resourced business groups (Heidbreder 2015) that offer valuable information 
(Hermansson 2016; Klüver 2013). The literature on regulatory rulemaking in the 
US paints a similar picture. With some qualifications, the overall argument is that 
resourceful actors, predominantly economic interest groups, are over-represented 
(Balla 1998; Yackee and Yackee 2006).

A second line of reasoning argues that properties of the topic under consid-
eration influence the pattern of participation. The main properties theorized are 
the technical complexity and the salience of the issue. For example, technical 
policy fields are thought to have a bias toward business, as the costs of drafting 
well-informed and technically appropriate contributions are high (Broscheid and 
Coen 2007; Rasmussen and Carroll 2014, 447; Pagliari and Young 2015). Distri-
butional issues are less affected by participation bias than regulatory issues, and 
salience of an issue increases participation, as a salient topic means larger ben-
efits that may outweigh the participation costs (Rasmussen et al. 2014, 253–254; 
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Røed and Wøien Hansen 2018, 1450). However, an interaction argument claims 
that salience of an issue only increases civil society participation if the policy is 
not too complex (Røed and Wøien Hansen 2018).

A third line of reasoning attributes different participation patterns to different 
consultation institutions that increase or decrease participation costs. Again using 
the EU as an empirical example, the literature argues the European Commission 
strategically design consultations to  have higher or lower entry costs (Arras and 
Beyers 2020; Arras and Braun 2018; Bunea and Thomson 2015; Van Ballaert 2017). 
In that way, they can influence the quantity and type of actors participating, and 
thereby influence the quantity and type of information they obtain (Broscheid and 
Coen 2007). Online consultations are seen as a relatively low-cost format that gener-
ates a broad variety of input (Beyers and Arras 2019; Rasmussen and Carroll 2014, 
449), and makes the EU consultation system more transparent (Bunea 2017).

Our article highlights a cost that has up to now been neglected in the literature: 
the linguistic complexity of the consultation documents.1 The argument is that stake-
holders have to understand what the consultation is all about: What the proposed 
policy or decision is, on what aspects of the policy input is sought, what aspects of 
the policy are outside the scope of the consultation, and what the formal require-
ments for participation are.

Linguistic complexity of the consultation impacts on the cost-benefit calcula-
tion of potential consultation participants in two ways. First, complex consultation 
documents require more time to read and process. The literature on EU legislation 
shows that the more complex a document is formulated, the more cognitive transac-
tion costs it takes to engage with the document and to grasp the policy implications 
(Hurka and Haag 2019). A similar reasoning applies to consultation documents. 
The more complex their language, the higher are the costs reading and understand-
ing them, and of drafting an adequate response. Second, and related, Sjoberg et al. 
(2017) argue that the perceived efficacy of a contribution influences whether an 
actor participates in a consultation. If a stakeholder thinks her contribution will 
make a difference, she will participate. A consultation document that is linguisti-
cally complex will presumably decrease the belief that one’s own contribution will 
have an impact, as it is not clear what kind of arguments influence the decision and 
whether one has good arguments at all. Thus, hypothesis 1 states that linguistically 
complex consultation documents will generate fewer responses.

Hypothesis 1  The more linguistically complex consultation documents are, the less 
contributions they attract.

Returning to the resource argument made at the outset of the discussion, we can 
qualify hypothesis 1. Complex language of consultation documents makes it more 
costly to participate in consultations. However, this argument mostly applies to 

1  There are studies assessing the linguistic complexity of consultation documents (Beyers and Arras 
2019; Pagliari and Young 2015; Røed and Wøien Hansen 2018), but they use linguistic complexity as a 
proxy for technical complexity of the policy.
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actors with little resources, predominantly citizens. Organized interests are used to 
working with complex documents and have expert staff (Klüver 2013; Yackee and 
Yackee 2006). Our analysis should be sensitive to this variation in the actor pool and 
check whether the hypothesis holds for all kinds of actor groups. Presumably, the 
number of citizen contributions will drop with increasing complexity of documents. 
For other actor types, it is an open empirical question whether they can cope with 
linguistic complexity.

The null hypothesis against which our hypothesis competes is that linguistic com-
plexity has no influence on participation patterns. The rational choice argument pos-
its that linguistic complexity figures in actors’ calculations. But that need not be the 
case. Maybe we have a selection effect: Actors that are interested in consultations 
may already have a high level of textual competence and parsing consultation docu-
ments generates zero costs. Alternatively actors may just think they have understood 
the text and draft a contribution. In both cases, linguistic complexity does not matter.

If the threshold for participation is low (as in online consultations), there might 
be less concerns about efficacy. Stakeholders might be content with signaling their 
position, notwithstanding the actual prospects of success. For some organizations, 
the signal that they have contributed may be more important than the actual con-
tent of the contribution. Thus, it is not self-evident that linguistic complexity has an 
impact. Instead, it is an empirical question whether linguistic complexity matters.

We do not claim that linguistic properties of the consultation documents are the 
most important factor influencing participation patterns. Arguably, the factors out-
lined above—salience, technical complexity, institutions, group characteristics—are 
more important. However, we argue that linguistic properties of the documents also 
matter. Moreover, while many of the factors outlined above can hardly be influenced 
by the consulting organization, the verbal description of the issues at stake can be 
influenced by the consulting organization. If our reasoning is correct, organizers 
of a consultation may be able to either attract more citizens to a consultation by 
using simpler language, or try to discourage citizen participation by using obscure 
language.

Case, research design and methods

To assess our hypotheses, we use the German consultation of electricity power lines 
as a test case. One the one hand, this case has some features that allow us to hold 
the factors that are thought to influence participation patterns constant and focus on 
linguistic complexity. On the other hand, the generalizability of our results may be 
impaired.

The four German Transmission Systems Operators (TSOs) Amprion, Tennet, 
TransnetBW, and 50Hertz conduct consultations when planning grid projects. The 
planning regime is part of the German ‘Energiewende’, a process through which 
Germany endeavors to transform its energy system to renewable energies. The topic 
is politically salient: In order transform the German energy system to renewable 
energies, high-voltage lines are needed. However, which lines are needed is conten-
tious. The process of determining the need for power lines is technical. Justifications 
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of the need for new power lines must be based on elaborate simulations of the whole 
energy system and its interdependencies. The simulations build on a large number 
of assumptions about energy production and consumption, such as cost of differ-
ent fuels, consumer behavior, or diffusion of electromobility. On the other hand, the 
immediate costs for the affected region are easy to grasp: Power lines are huge infra-
structures that threaten the landscape, lower the value of adjacent houses, and elicit 
fears of health problems. Thus, local resistance is considerable (Steinbach 2013), 
and the legislator sought a way of increasing public acceptance.

The demand planning procedure is repeated annually or biennially, and the same 
power line can be consulted multiple times.2 The purpose of the planning is to assess 
which power lines are needed in the next ten years.

First, the TSOs develop a draft for the network development plan (NDP) based on 
assumptions about energy production. This NDP is the consultation document we 
are interested in, and central to our argument. The NDP defines which places in Ger-
many need to be connected by power lines. Each TSO—as a regional monopoly—
describes the power lines planned for its region. If a power lines affects two or more 
regions, the responsible TSOs jointly write the description. The texts describing the 
power lines have a standardized format: The power line and its technical properties 
are described. A map indicates the affected geographical area. The justification of 
the need for the power line is often quite elaborate, based on the shortcomings of 
other power lines, the change of electricity production structure (expected shutdown 
of atomic power plants, increase of renewable energies), and overall electricity mar-
ket development (impact on the European market, security of supply). These justi-
fications are backed up with capacity data, and often accompanied by a description 
why the chosen power line is the only viable alternative among several taken into 
consideration. The first draft of this plan is open for consultation, and the TSOs have 
to take the public’s submissions into account when revising the plan. Second, this 
draft is submitted to the Federal Network Agency (FNA) for the further approval 
procedure.3

2  The consultation was first conducted in 2012, then 2013, and 2014. In 2015, the German legislator 
changed the feed-in tariff system for renewable energies, and the demand-planning procedure was halted 
midway, because the assumptions about energy production had to be revised. Moreover, all stakeholders 
agreed that an annual schedule was too tight, and agreed on a biennial consultation. We have data for 
2012, 2013, 2014, and 2017.
3  The planning regime is legally mandated and regulated. The private TSOs—most of them former state-
owned companies, and still endowed with regional monopolies—act as agents of a government-led plan-
ning process. The German government delegates the planning of electricity grids to the Federal Network 
Agency, which in turn delegates the drafting of network plans to the TSOs, as they are the technical 
experts (Fink and Ruffing 2019). Hence, the TSOs are formally private entities, but when planning net-
works and consulting the network plans, they act as public utilities under legal obligations.
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The interesting feature for our purpose is that a considerable number of power 
lines is proposed multiple times over the years.4 Their technical properties and geo-
graphical location remain largely the same, the only thing that changes is their ver-
bal description.

The concrete case of electricity power lines and its technical nature should not 
obscure the fact that, in essence, we have a common consultation procedure, similar 
to many others5: An actor legally tasked with putting forward policy proposals is 
describing these policy proposals and their justifications in a document. Each year, 
the consulting actor presents a list of proposals, stakeholders react, and the propos-
als are checked in an administrative procedure. The next year, the consulting actor 
again presents a list of policy proposals—some new and some re-phrased versions 
of the old proposals—and the public can again react.6

This allows us to hold many factors that are thought to influence participation 
constant or control for them. The institutional rules for participation are the same 
over the years: Everybody is allowed to submit contributions online, which makes 
the procedure a most likely case for broad participation, because the transaction 
costs of submitting the contribution are low (Beyers and Arras 2019; Røed and 
Wøien Hansen 2018). The complexity of the policy is also constant. One may argue 
that some power lines—for example the “electricity highway” lines that cut through 
the whole of Germany—are technically more complex than others, but on the whole, 
the complexity of the policy field is constant.7 Moreover, the iterative nature of the 
procedure allows us to have a dynamic perspective: If the same power line is pre-
sented again in re-phrased language, does the number of contributions that address 
this power line change?8

Our dependent variable is the number of contributions that refer to a specific 
power line. We created a dataset with the full-text of all contributions to the con-
sultations of the TSOs, scraped from the consultation website.9 Then, we used dic-
tionary coding to code which power lines are mentioned in the contribution. This 
procedure is helped by the fact that the power line descriptions are standardized and 

8  An interesting question is whether other things change over time due to the iterated nature of the pro-
cedure. Empirically, we see that the content of the contributions become better over time due to policy 
learning if stakeholders participate multiple times (Fink and Ruffing 2020). However, the overall institu-
tional setup of the consultation remained the same over time.
9  www.​netza​usbau.​de.

5  Think of the regulation of genetically modified organisms (Ferretti and Lener 2008), the financial sec-
tor (Pagliari and Young 2015), or medicines (Beyers and Arras 2019). In the abstract, we have a set of 
highly technical policy proposals, backed up by data-driven justifications.
6  Previous research has shown that the proposals are often re-phrased and the descriptions are changed, 
but there are very few to none substantial changes of the proposals.
7  Moreover, we control for the technical properties of the power lines using appropriate control vari-
ables.

4  Each proposed power line is evaluated anew each year. This applies to the power lines that were 
approved and the power lines that were rejected by the FNA. The former have to be re-evaluated in light 
of the assumptions about energy production and consumption, the latter can be re-applied. A power line 
is dropped from the plans if either the TSOs do not see it as necessary anymore, or if the power line 
enters the next planning stage, looking for a concrete route. The idea is to have a dynamic planning pro-
cess that closely follows the development of renewable energies.

http://www.netzausbau.de
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contain a project code as well as the start and the endpoint of the power line. These 
terms form our dictionary for detecting which power lines are mentioned in a con-
tribution. A single contribution can refer to one power line, to no power line at all 
(if it only contains general remarks about energy policy), or mention multiple power 
lines.

Table 1 gives an overview over the dependent variable. Some power lines do not 
receive any comments, others are receive more than 100 comments. However, note 
that we have one major outlier in the data: In 2014, one power line received 7416 
comments, most of which were form letters that citizens only had to sign. We have 
decided to exclude this power line from our models, as it is not our ambition to 
model this extraordinary form of mobilization. We aim to explain the usual variation 
of contributions and simply cannot account for one special event.

To assess whether our hypothesis is valid for all kinds of actors, we used a dic-
tionary to code which type of actor submitted a given contribution. Based on a list 
of the names of the organizations, we differentiated the following types of actors: 
Citizen, citizens’ initiative, company, industry association, municipalities, Länder 
government, and districts.10

Our independent variable is the linguistic complexity—or readability—of the 
power line description. To assess this variable, we use the Lix readability score 
(Björnsson 1968). This measure has been transferred to the social sciences to assess 
the readability of political speeches and ministerial websites, and party manifestos 
The Lix score assesses both the complexity of words as well as the complexity of 
sentences. The formula is as follows:

W denotes the number of words in a project description, St denotes the number of 
sentences, and W7c the number of words with seven or more letters. In essence, 
the complexity of a text increases (and the readability decreases), if a text contains 
many long sentences and/or long words. Note that the number of sentences and the 

LIX =
W

S
t

+

100 ×W
7c

W

Table 1   Descriptive statistics of the main dependent and independent variable

Variable Mean Std. Dev Min Max Observations

No. of contributions Overall 72.17 513.48 0 7416 N = 256
Between 198.25 0 1914.50 n = 132
within 439.51  1827.32 5573.67 T-bar = 1.93939

Complexity of text Overall 64.58 4.18 52.92 79.50 N = 258
(Lix) Between 3.498 54.70 79.04 n = 134

within 2.56 55.95 75.17 T-bar = 1.92537

10  Table 6 in the appendix shows the breakdown of submissions per power line and actor type. The bulk 
of the submissions come from citizens.
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number of words function as denominators, that is, longer texts are not necessarily 
less readable. On the contrary, splitting up a given number of words in more sen-
tences or using more short words in relation to the longer words makes a text more 
readable according to the formula.

We choose the Lix as our main operationalization for several reasons. First, the 
measure has shown its applicability to German political texts, while party manifes-
tos (Bischof and Senninger 2017) and ministerial websites (Kercher 2013), might 
not be exactly the same type of texts as consultation documents, especially the study 
of Kercher (2013, 368, 389–391) is helpful. He shows that the Lix score performs 
well to predict subjective and objective understanding of German-language political 
texts, such as policy proposals outlined on ministerial websites. Second, the often-
used Flesch-Kincaid score for English texts is less suited for German texts, mostly 
because its measure of word length fits less well to the linguistic properties of the 
German language (Bamberger and Vanecek 1984, 56).

While the Lix is our main operationalization of readability, we alternatively use 
two measures that have either been specifically developed for or adapted to German 
texts: The simple measure of gobbledygook (SMOG) in its German version and the 
Neue Wiener Sachtextformel (NWS) (Bamberger and Vanecek 1984). The NWS is 
a more complex measure than the Lix, including the number of polysyllabic words, 
sentence length, number of long words (more than six characters), and words with 
only one syllable. The SMOG, on the other hand, is simpler and based on number of 
words with more than three syllables. Thus, in terms of complexity of measurement, 
we opt for a middle ground, but test the robustness of our results using one measure 
taking into account more, and one measure taking into account less textual features.

A text with Lix score of larger than 60 is deemed very difficult to read (Björns-
son 1968). Bischof and Senninger have calculated the Lix scores for well-known 
German texts: The tabloid “Bild” has a mean Lix of ~ 40, while the works of Jürgen 
Habermas are above 60. The party manifestos analyzed by Bischof and Senninger 
are between 52 and 58 (Bischof and Senninger 2017, 481). Kercher (2013, 322) cal-
culated the Lix score for texts on the webpages of German ministries and found a 
Lix between 60 and 67. With these rough comparisons in mind, we can have a look 
at our independent variable.

Table 1 shows that the TSOs write very complex policy descriptions. The read-
ability of the power line descriptions is similar to that of German ministry website, 
which is a plausible result and increases our trust in the validity of the measure.

Other authors have used readability of documents to measure policy complex-
ity. Either using similar readability scores (Røed and Wøien Hansen 2018, 1454), 
or hand-coding of linguistic complexity into categories (Beyers and Arras 2019, 12; 
Pagliari and Young 2015), these authors assume that linguistic complexity meas-
ures policy complexity over different policy fields. However, our data show that in 
a policy field that is marked by relatively similar policy complexity, policies may be 
described in different levels of linguistic complexity.

There are other reasons besides the complexity of the verbal description why a 
power line receives more contributions than others, for example geography, mobili-
zation potential, or partisan support for protest. We cannot model all of these factors. 
To control for these factors, we use the logic of the consultation: Over the years, the 
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TSOs propose more power lines, but several power lines are repeatedly consulted. 
Of the 39 power lines consulted in the first plan, 31 were consulted again in 2013, 
of the 48 power lines that were consulted in 2013, 45 were consulted again in 2014, 
and so on (see Table 2). We exploit this feature of the consultation for our research 
design: It allows us to track a number of power lines over time (which translates to: 
holds the policy constant) and compare how a change in their verbal description is 
related to a change in the number of contributions they receive.

Thus, we model the change of the number of submissions to a given power line 
since the last consultation as a function of the change of the linguistic complexity of 
the project description. This strategy decreases the number of observations we can 
use, because we need power lines that were mentioned in 2012 and 2013, 2013 and 
2014, and so on, to model this change. For example, the 51 new power lines added 
in 2017 do not help us for our approach and are discarded. The advantage of our 
strategy is that we hold the policy constant: We have the same power line over the 
years, the only thing that is changing is its verbal description.

In effect, our data are time-series cross-sectional data with very short time series 
(2012–2017). We have pooled the (short) time series for each power line that was 
consulted multiple times. We model the change of the number of participants as 
dependent on the change of the independent variable (textual complexity of project 
description).

We add several control variables to our OLS regression models. First, they con-
tain a variable indicating how many submissions mentioned a power line in the last 
consultation. This variable is important because existing previous mobilization may 
encourage further mobilization. The length of a power line serves as a proxy for 
mobilization potential (longer power lines cut through more territory and hence gen-
erate more opposition).11 Additionally, we add a dummy indicating whether a power 
line is a new construction or the refurbishment of an old line (new constructions 
generating more mobilization). A further dummy variable indicates whether a power 
line is built as a high-voltage direct current (HVDC) transmission line (the so-called 

Table 2   Number of power lines 
under consultation per year

Year

2012 2013 2014 2017 Total

New under 
consultation

31 45 48 124

Yes 39 17 27 51 134
Total 39 48 72 99 258

11  Alternatively, one might consider the actual population density. However, the proxy length seems 
plausible. The purpose of the power lines is to bring power to urban areas. That is, each power line has 
affects at least one populated area. Moreover, the search space for the power lines is very wide (see the 
example power line description in the appendix), and Germany is densely populated. Hence, all power 
lines affect at least one densely populated areas, and the longer the lines get, the higher the likelihood 
that more populated areas are affected.
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“electricity highways”, very long power lines, with huge requirements for infrastruc-
ture at the start- and endpoints). Alternatively, we introduce dummies for the TSO 
planning the power line.

Thus, our empirical strategy has upsides and downsides. The upside is that we 
can hold constant or control for many variables that are thought to influence partici-
pation in consultations: The complexity of the policy is constant. The institutional 
setup remains the same. The downside of our approach is that its generalizability 
is constrained. First, we have a technical policy field. The complexity of policy 
descriptions is high, and we may not generalize to “simpler” policy fields. Second, 
the number of observations is smaller than in comparable studies that study multi-
ple policy fields (Beyers and Arras 2019; Rasmussen and Carroll 2014; Røed and 
Wøien Hansen 2018). Third, we study only one country, and hence one language.

Thus, we are cautious about generalizing to other countries and other policy 
fields. However, our study can be seen as a plausibility probe of the idea that lan-
guage matters for consultation participation.

The empirical analysis

Our analysis starts with an overview over the complexity of power line descriptions 
in the demand plans. Figure 1 shows several features. First, the language of the pro-
ject descriptions is complex. For most years and TSOs, the median Lix for the pro-
ject descriptions is between 60 and 70. One the one hand, this does not come as a 
surprise, as the project descriptions are technical documents. On the other hand, the 
purpose of these consultations is to garner public support for grid construction, and 
the usual advice is to make consultation documents as easy as possible. This simpli-
fication of documents does not seem to have been a priority for the TSOs. Second, 
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the large boxes and whiskers of the boxplots indicate variation over projects. There 
does not seem to be a unified style of project description. Third, there is variation 
between TSOs. If we take the first NDP as a baseline, Amprion has the most com-
plex project descriptions, TenneT the simplest project descriptions, with the other 
two TSOs in between. Fourth, there is a pattern over time: The TSOs homogenize 
their project descriptions. On the whole, median and standard deviation of the com-
plexity scores are decreasing between 2012 and 2017. Thus, it seems that the TSOs 
are revising their project descriptions to a style that is around a median complexity 
score of 65, with decreasing variation if compared to the beginning of the consulta-
tions in 2012.

Thus, we have variation of linguistic complexity of project descriptions over the 
consulting TSOs, over time, and over the grid projects. The question is, whether 
this variation of complexity has an impact on the pattern of consultation participa-
tion. Our theoretical argument claims that linguistically simpler project descriptions 
attract more consultation contributions commenting on that specific project.

We test this argument with a dynamic model, modeling the change in the num-
ber of contributions to a given power line as a function of the change of the com-
plexity of its verbal description. The dependent variable is the change of number of 
contributions to a given power line between two consultations, e.g., number of con-
tributions in 2013−number of contributions in 2012. Negative values thus indicate 
a decrease in the number of contributions. The independent variable is the change 
of the linguistic complexity of the project description. The independent variable is 

Table 3   Determinants of change 
of number of contributions 
between t and t + 1

Standard errors in parentheses. *p < 0.1, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01

(1) (2) (3)

Change of complexity of − 19.11** − 20.05** − 28.35***
Description (9.54) (9.68) (9.92)
Number of contributions 1.61 1.31 0.73
last consultation (1.56) (1.48) (1.55)
New construction 103.67

(135.97)
Length 1.15*

(0.68)
HVDC line − 114.67

(357.60)
TSO Amprion − 78.16

(179.99)
TSO TenneT 3.81

(174.38)
TSO TransnetBW 256.14
Constant 41.24 − 176.49 − 48.57

(54.52) (132.85) (147.68)
Observations 68 68 68
Adjusted R2 0.03 0.14 0.10
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constructed as, e.g., complexity of description in 2013−complexity of description in 
2012. Thus, negative values denote better readability.

Table 3 shows the results of OLS models. The message is clear: Even if we intro-
duce technical properties of the power line as proxies for the contentiousness of the 
project, or dummies for the TSOs, the complexity of the verbal description has an 
impact. The more complex the project is described, the less contributions mention 
that project.

Figure 2 illustrates the size of the effect. Figure 2 shows first of all, that ceteris 
paribus all power lines receive more comments over time. Even if the verbal descrip-
tion does not change, the number of contributions increases. However, there is an 
effect of the complexity of verbal descriptions. Taking the comparison scores of Bis-
chof and Senninger (2017, 481), we can state that increasing the complexity by the 
Lix score of 5 (e.g., from the style of a simple party manifesto to a complex party 
manifesto), decreases the number of contributions that power line receives by 100. 
Although we should not put too much stress on the point estimates—the confidence 
intervals are large -, the effect is visible: More Complex language of consultation 
documents is related to substantively less consultation contributions.

Figure 3 illustrates this relationship using actual cases from the dataset. We see 
two power line projects, P21 and P43. Both have a different level of overall mobi-
lization, but for both, the number of contributions increases as their description 
becomes simpler.

The project descriptions still are no simple texts. It is an open question what a 
reduction of a complexity score from 70 to 62 means in substantive terms. One 
could argue that these texts are still tough to read. On the one hand, the analyses 
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by Kercher (2013) show a linear effect. Increasing the readability of a political text 
increases subjective and objective assessments of understanding, that is, people have 
the impression that they have understood the text better, and they perform better 
on a test on this text if the language gets simpler. This effect holds over the whole 
range of readability, that is, making a very hard text “only” hard to read still has an 
effect. On the other hand, these consideration suggest that the consultation may still 
not used by everybody. The literature on the demographics of German citizens par-
ticipating in consultations suggests that these are highly educated men, often with 
a background in technical jobs (Theocharis and van Deth 2016; Walter et al. 2013, 
98–100). While we cannot disentangle participant demographics with our data, the 
literature suggests that the increase in contributions may be due to highly educated 
citizens, the sort of people for whom the change from “very hard” to “hard” to read 
may make a difference.

Further analysis shows that not all types of actors are deterred by complex lan-
guage. Table 4 shows the same regression as Table 3, model (3), but with different 
dependent variables: This time we only use the number of contributions by citizens, 
by citizen initiatives etc. as dependent variables. We see that the effect of readabil-
ity on the number of contributions is strong for citizen contributions—citizens are 
deterred by complex language. The effect is also present for citizen initiatives, com-
panies, environmental associations and municipalities. The effect is absent for eco-
nomic associations, Land administrations and districts. Presumably, both economic 
associations and Land administrations have a large and professional staff used to 
working with technical consultation documents. To some extent, this also applies to 
the German districts that routinely take part in regional infrastructure planning and 
know the terminology.
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On balance, it seems that not only citizens benefit from simpler consultation 
documents, but contributions by other actors also increase. This may be due to 
the technical complexity of the policy field, where only few actors possess the 
technical knowledge of the TSOs.

An important question of robustness concerns the measurement of textual 
complexity. To establish a yardstick for comparison with established results (Bis-
chof and Senninger 2017; Kercher 2013), we used the Lix measure. However, 
there are alternative measures of complexity, such as the simple measure of gob-
bledygook (SMOG) or the Neue Wiener Sachtextformel (NWS) (Bamberger and 
Vanecek 1984). The models in Table 5 replicate the models in Table 3, but using 
the SMOG (models 1–3) or the NWS (models 4–6).

The results of the robustness tests alert us to the fact that measurement mat-
ters: In model (4), using the NWS, common standards for statistical significance 
are not reached. However, in the main models (textual complexity plus variables 
controlling for technology, or consulting TSO), our results are corroborated.

All in all, we draw a cautious conclusion: Given the low number of observa-
tions and the questions of measurement, we do not put too much stress on the 

Table 5   Determinants of change of number of contributions between t and t + 1 using different measures 
of textual complexity

Standard errors in parentheses*p < 0.1, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01

SMOG NWS

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Change of complexity − 63.29** − 64.14** − 76.43** − 75.38* − 83.55** − 83.62**
of description (31.05) (30.63) (31.40) (40.34) (40.32) (40.53)
No. of contributions 1.21 0.91 0.26 1.30 1.05 0.40
last consultation (1.51) (1.44) (1.56) (1.53) (1.45) (1.59)
New construction 84.43 64.58

(133.97) (132.83)
Length 1.22* 1.17*

(0.67) (0.67)
HVDC line − 155.51 − 94.95

(351.89) (360.48)
TSO 50Hertz − 75.09 − 40.39

(183.44) (184.13)
TSO Amprion − 36.62 − 1.42

(177.92) (179.47)
TSO TenneT 185.69 192.23

(170.13) (172.24)
Constant 75.51 − 130.66 36.98 41.24 − 150.43 − 22.03

(52.61) (130.01) (149.92) (55.00) (130.83) (151.35)
Observations 68 68 68 68 68 68
Adjusted R2 0.03 0.14 0.07 0.03 0.14 0.04
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point estimates. However, our results support the argument that it is worthwhile 
to look for the relation between textual features of consultation documents and 
consultation participation. This argument is directly derived from a rational actor 
model of consultation participation, and it is supported by data in our—albeit 
limited—policy field.

Our results are partly at odds with the existing literature. Beyers and Arras (2019, 
22) do not find a relation between the complexity of language and mobilization of 
participants. However, our results are not easily comparable, as Beyers and Arras 
use a hand-coding of only four categories to denote the complexity of language.

Our results are similar to others who find an impact of linguistic properties of 
political texts. Similar to Bischof and Senninger (2017), who find that citizens can 
process simpler manifesto messages better, we find that simpler consultation docu-
ments cause more mobilization. We also support the argument by Hurka and Haag 
(2019) that linguistic complexity raises the cognitive transaction costs to read and 
process documents. Most directly, we corroborate the findings of Røed and Wøien 
Hansen (2018), who also show a relation between linguistic complexity and decreas-
ing participation. However, our interpretation of the results is different. They use 
linguistic complexity as a proxy for policy complexity, and argue that more complex 
policy fields attract less participants. We argue that even given constant complexity 
of a technical policy field, language of the policy description matters.

In terms of the argument that technically complex policies attract less contribu-
tions (Pagliari and Young 2015; Røed and Wøien Hansen 2018), our study is double-
edged. On the one hand, we show that in a technically complex field, easier language 
helps to attract more contributions. On the other hand, the reverse conclusion also 
holds: By using complex language, technically complex policies can be presented in 
a way that allows only a small circle of insiders to participate in consultations.

Conclusion

Our article argues that current research on participation patterns in consultations 
may miss one important factor, namely the linguistic complexity of the consultation 
documents. While there is research on the resources of consultation participants, 
on the characteristics of the policy under consideration, and on the institutions gov-
erning the consultation, there is little research on the linguistic properties of the 
documents.

Our argument is that the linguistic complexity of consultation documents alters 
the cost-benefit calculation of participants. This argument is compatible with the 
dominant rational framework: Linguistic complexity raises the cognitive transac-
tion costs of processing documents. If the documents are too complex, potential par-
ticipants are deterred from participating, as reading the documents and drafting an 
appropriate answer is costly, and offers little prospects of success. The argument is 
not that linguistic complexity is the most important factor determining participation 
patterns—but it is a factor among many, and a factor that can be influenced by the 
consulting organization.
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We study the German procedure of electricity grid planning as a test case. This 
case allows us to hold many factors that are thought to influence participation con-
stant: The overall institutional setting, the policy field, and the pool of potential par-
ticipants. Moreover, as the consultations are performed annually or biennially, we 
can use a dynamic model, estimating how a change of the power line description 
impacts on the change of the number of submissions mentioning that power line.

The results tentatively corroborate our theoretical argument. Increased simplic-
ity of documents is related to more participation. For German grid-planning, this 
result offers two lessons: Our result suggests first that the procedure is formally a 
consultation of all power lines, but de facto, power lines described in easier terms 
attract more contributions, while citizens remain silent if a power line is described 
in complex language. However, second, there is hope, as consultation documents get 
simpler.

However, we cannot model every aspect of the mobilization dynamics: We had 
to exclude one outlier case that generated 7400 contributions, mostly form letters. 
Thus, our argument applies to the “everyday” dynamics of the consultations, but 
cannot capture outlier events. Another caveat is the number of cases. There are many 
power lines in the consultation documents, but to leverage a dynamic perspective, 
we only used power lines that were consulted repeatedly. This is the price we pay for 
holding the policy (i.e., the power line) constant.

Moreover, further research is needed, as there are some caveats. Most obviously, 
we study a technical policy field. Thus, the question is whether we can generalize to 
other policies. We think, yes. Consultations are often used in technical policy fields, 
e.g., genetically modified organisms (Ferretti and Lener 2008), regulatory decision 
making in medicines, aviation, or banking (Beyers and Arras 2019; Pagliari and 
Young 2015; Rasmussen and Carroll 2014). Moreover, even in supposedly “sim-
pler” policy fields, complex language of consultation documents could be used to 
obfuscate distributional consequences. A different question is whether we can gener-
alize beyond the German language. Theoretically, our argument is abstract: Linguis-
tic complexity in any language generates cognitive transaction costs for potential 
consultation participants. Empirically, however, research on cross-lingual readabil-
ity assessment is only in its beginnings (Madrazo Azpiazu and Pera 2020).

Taking into account these caveats, our article shows the plausibility of the argu-
ment that language matters. The prescriptive literature argues that consultation 
documents should be easy to understand, but has never tested whether actual con-
sultation documents are easy to understand. Our article shows a way to assess the 
readability of consultation documents and builds a bridge between normative rea-
soning and empirical research.

Appendix

See Table 6.
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