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The debate around how representatives should take political decisions is a long-standing one 

in political studies, which traces back to philosophical disputes between supporters of 

independent judgment vis-à-vis those of politicians’ delegate functions. During the 20th 

century, such normative debate gradually translated into an empirical stream of research 

focusing on the representative role orientations, more commonly defined as styles, of political 

candidates and representatives. This entry aims at summarizing such academic debate, 

stressing its relevance and future directions. The main take-home message is that 

representatives’ role orientations are influenced by multiple factors, including individual, 

party and electoral system-level characteristics. In addition, representation styles have the 

potential to affect the quality of communications between voters and elites, as politicians 

holding specific styles have been found to be more accurate at understanding and reflecting 

their voters’ policy interests. The entry concludes by mentioning recent studies exploring these 

issues from a transnational perspective.  
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This entry provides an overview of how political elites—encompassing both candidates and 

elected officials—understand political representation. A central inquiry in this context 

revolves around whom politicians perceive as their primary 'principal' when engaging in 

parliamentary decision-making: e.g., national party supporters, specific interest groups, local 

electoral constituents, or their own judgment. These considerations, extensively discussed in 

scholarly literature, contribute to the delineation of distinct 'styles' of representation. 

Starting with an examination of representation as a communication process in politics, this 

entry proceeds to overview measurement methodologies and contemporary research findings 

concerning the antecedents and consequences of diverse styles of representation. 

The general picture that emerges is that representatives' role orientations are shaped by 

multiple factors at the individual, meso, and macro levels. Although these orientations may 

not directly influence parliamentary behavior, they appear to have an effect on certain 

political attitudes. 

 

The background: political representation as a communication process      

 

As Pitkin (1967) eloquently said, representing is acting on behalf of someone else. This 

is a statement that, in the political democratic realm, translates quite intuitively into a binary 

framework where citizens are identified as 'principals' and politicians as 'agents' tasked with 

standing and implementing voters' policy aspirations and desires in the parliamentary arena. 

There is wide agreement in representation studies that the dual relationship between the 

citizenry and political elites constitutes one of the pillars of electoral democracy (to put it 

simply, representation would not exist without them). However, it must be said that such 

duality is also particularly relevant to political communication studies, since elections, on top 

of being an essential element of democratic rule, are also a communication process between 

citizens, on the one hand, and political elites, on the other hand (e.g., Converse, 1975).  

Over the last few decades, a large number of studies have focused on the supposedly 

decreasing quality of elite-voter communicative dynamics, focusing on the increasing 

disconnection of political actors' policy positions and performances from citizens' desires and 

expectations. This process, notoriously resulting in a crisis of representation characterized by 

high levels of political dissatisfaction and disaffection among electorates, ultimately paves the 

way to the electoral success of political actors playing on anti-establishment chords (see e.g., 

Bakker et al., 2020). In addition to the quality of the communicative relationship between 

voters and elites and its consequences on voters' attitudes and behavior, there is generally little 



 3 

focus on what politicians themselves think about their relationship to voters, and particularly 

about how they should represent them. This entry aims at summarizing how politicians (elected 

or not) understand the role of a representative and the communicative interactions involved in 

it, giving an overview of current findings and discussing future research directions. 

 

Origins and first measurements of representation styles 

 

Interestingly, the issue of whether representatives should act according to their own free 

judgment while making political decisions or according to the will and desires of their own 

constituents traces back to a long-standing debate in normative political studies. In a research 

note published in the American Political Science Review, Miller (1967) clarified very well 

the substance of this debate in terms of a dichotomous ‘either-or’ scheme: legislators are 

either mere spoke-person for their constituents or they represent them as they believe best. 

The philosopher Edmund Burke is credited as the initiator of such a debate, ultimately taking 

a stance for the latter option. To quote him: “Your representative owes you, not his industry 

only, but his judgment; and he betrays, instead of serving you, if he sacrifices it to your 

opinion” (Burke, 1774, p. 14). On the opposite side, it was argued that a representative “is a 

continuously responsible agent of the electorate” (Bird and Ryan, 1930, p. 346), meaning that 

representatives should, in principle, always adhere to the views of their voters. After many 

decades, this debate has recently gained new momentum (especially on the 'pro-delegation' 

side) thanks to a populist rhetoric increasingly stressing the importance of representing the 

'will of the people' over the interests of corrupt elites. 

Empirical tests of such 'pro-free judgment' vs 'pro-delegate' debate already trace back to the 

1950s and 1960s. Indeed, these were the years when political scientists first tested the extent 

to which politicians in the US conformed (or not) to any of these two alternative models or 

representation styles (Eulau et al., 1959). This work explicitly referred to the two models as a 

trustee and a delegate style, while also theorizing the existence of a third one, the so-called 

politico, incorporating characteristics of both the first two representation styles. As Meller 

later clarified, ‘the Politico expresses an overlap of both orientations, so that representative 

types can be conceived of along a continuum, rather than constituting two polar positions, 

with the Politico placed toward the mid-point. In numerical frequency, as well, the Politico 

type was also found to fall between the other two’ (1967: 474). With reference to Eulau, 

Wahlke, Buchanan and Ferguson’s so-called 4-state survey, the Politico type was also found 
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to fall between the other two in terms of overall frequency, confirming its apparently 

intermediate character. 

 Although Eulau et al.'s seminal article found clear evidence that US representatives had 

different ideas about 'how' one should represent, additional authors over the following 

decades attempted to revise the original typology as they saw fit with the context on which 

they were focusing. One of the most noteworthy adaptations outside of the US is the one that 

Converse and Pierce (1986) performed in their book on political representation in France, 

where they propose to consider, along with trustee and delegate, a partisan style reflecting a 

politician's willingness to adhere to party instructions, namely a reference and information 

source not necessarily aligned with either one's own judgment or constituency interests. 

 

Causes and consequences of representation styles: a review of findings 

 

Although not without its critics (see e.g., Andeweg and Thomassen, 2005), the trustee-

delegate-partisan trichotomy constitutes nowadays a relevant operational definition for 

empirical analyses in this field of studies of comparative political behavior and 

communication (Önnudóttir and Van Shoultz, 2020; see also Önnudóttir, 2014 for more 

details on one of the most-used measurement strategies in this respect). In terms of empirical 

findings, such studies have clarified that leaning toward one style rather than the other can be 

explained by different factors at the individual, party, and electoral system level. At the 

individual level, studies have demonstrated that the more politicians can count on prior 

political experience (e.g., the more time they spent doing party service and/or received 

previous mandates), the higher their likelihood of developing a partisan style (Wessels and 

Giebler, 2011). Other scholars have shown that parties as meso-level actors can also make a 

difference, and particularly that partisan role orientations tend to be prominent among left-

wing traditional parties, while trustees are more common within moderate, niche leftist 

parties (Gauja, 2012), as well as Greens and Liberals (Sudulich, 2020; Onnudóttir and von 

Schoulz, 2021). Some studies have also shown that candidates of parties where leaders have 

(almost) exclusive power are more likely to think that representatives should act as 

‘delegates’ of their constituents, most likely in line with their party’s populist claims (Close 

et al., 2022).  

In addition to this, representation styles can also be shaped by the characteristics of the 

electoral environment, such as electoral districts' competitiveness, with the delegate style 

being more likely in less competitive contexts and the trustee one in more competitive ones 
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(e.g., Eulau et al., 1959). As Close et al. (2022) nicely summarized, the existing literature has 

also explored other meso-level variables, including parties’ parliamentary and/or electoral 

size (e.g., Gherghina, 2011) and government incumbency (e.g., Onnudóttir, 2016), although 

with inconsistent results so far.  

When it comes to the consequences of representation styles, it is widely agreed that holding 

one style rather than another is basically inconsequential to politicians' parliamentary 

behavior (Önnudóttir, 2014), but it can affect certain political attitudes. Andeweg (2012), for 

example, showed that delegate representatives tend to have more cynical views about their 

own party voters, probably due to higher exposure to their requests and potential complaints, 

in turn resulting in stronger disillusionment. Moreover, studies have clarified that politicians' 

role expectations can influence their proximity to (or distance from) their voters over matters 

of public policy. In this regard, recent research on the European context has shown that 

partisan candidates tend to be ideologically closer to their party voters compared to delegates 

and trustees (Pedrazzani and Segatti, 2022). This finding has important implications for 

democratic representation. It implies indeed that the quality of communicative interactions 

between voters and elites, that is the extent to which elites recognize and convey their voters' 

actual policy interests to the parliamentary arena, can vary substantially depending on what 

they think they should follow while taking political decisions (i.e., their own judgment, their 

constituents’ opinions or party instructions respectively).  

 

Balance and future perspectives 

 

After more than sixty years of empirical research on the representation dilemma, political 

studies have shown that aspiring or elected politicians hold different understandings of what a 

representative is, or better, should be. In addition, it is widely acknowledged that such beliefs 

are substantively conditioned by personal characteristics and tend to have consequences on 

attitudes and behavior. Future exploration is needed in order to grasp more the implications 

of parliamentary role orientations, both in terms of politicians' understanding of citizens' 

policy interests and the other way around, specifically in terms of citizens' attitudes and 

satisfaction with political elites and the democratic process in general. Regarding the first 

aspect, recent studies have stressed that politicians tend to have a very biased reading of their 

voters’ positions on issues (Walgrave et. al, 2023), and that this pattern is particularly 

outstanding in the case of issues that they do not ‘own’ (Camatarri and Segatti, 2016). Given 

the normative importance of voters’ representation on issues for the functioning of electoral 
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democracy, the existence of such biased readings poses important questions regarding the 

quality of elections as communicative interactions between voters and elites and voters’ 

subsequent satisfaction with the electoral process. Future research should enquire further into 

the scope and quality of elites’ readings of public opinion, their variability across contexts, 

politicians’ profiles and backgrounds, as well as their consequences on voters’ attitudes and 

behavior.  

     From a political communication perspective, it would also be important to clarify further 

whether different representation styles correlate with specific communication patterns, such 

as the adoption of a populist rhetoric and/or personalized campaign styles. Interestingly, 

extant research seem already to indicate that holding different parliamentary role orientations 

can make quite a difference in terms of communication strategies, with delegates tending to 

privilege interactions with citizens and constituency-oriented activities relatively more than 

trustees, although without strong differences, at least in the Dutch context analysed by 

Andeweg (2012). Future research should expand its focus across various aspects and 

dimensions of political communication, for example, exploring the relationship between 

representation styles and aspects of negative campaigning, such as character and/or policy 

attacks (e.g., Maier and Nai, 2023). 

In addition, most of the aforementioned works are focused on Western countries' national 

contexts. However, recent research has started analyzing styles of representation also from a 

transnational perspective encompassing both the Global North and the Global South. By 

focusing on the Italian case, for example, Østergaard-Nielsen and Camatarri (2022) noticed 

that candidates fielded in emigrant-specific environments spread across different continents 

(the so-called overseas constituencies) tend to develop specific patterns of representative role 

orientations compared to candidates at home. Future research will probably uncover more 

aspects related to the attitudinal and communicative correlates of representation styles from a 

transnational perspective. 
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