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Key Question: 
Who do members of Congress 
represent?



Theories of Representation

• Promissory  

• Anticipatory  

• Gyroscopic 

• Surrogate
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Promissory Representation

• Classic principal-agent model  
• Agent: representative; principal: voter  
• Direct democracy vs. republican government system  

• Delegate model 
• Agent guided by the express political and policy preferences of constituents  

• Trustee model  
• Agent is guided by own judgement on the long-term best interests of constituents



Promissory Representation

• Voters exercises power in election (VT1) over representative in governing period (RT2) 

• Works through implicit or explicit promises made to electorate  
• Representative tries to satisfy campaign promises made to voters in T1 
• Voters will exercise power over representative (VT3), rewarding or punishing 

representative governing actions (RT2)
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• Voters exercises power in election (VT1) over representative in governing period (RT2) 

• Works through implicit or explicit promises made to electorate  
• Representative tries to satisfy campaign promises made to voters in T1 
• Voters will exercise power over representative (VT3), rewarding or punishing 

representative governing actions (RT2) 

• What normative criteria should be met for promissory representation to 
function well?
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Anticipatory Representation

• Similar principal-agent relationship 

• Except in this model power relationship is reversed 

• Voters exercises power in election (VT3) over representative in governing period (RT2) 
• Works through beliefs of representative about what future voters will want 

• Will have largest impact when constituency preferences change 







Anticipatory Representation

• Similar principal-agent relationship 

• Except in this model power relationship is reversed 

• Voters exercises power in election (VT3) over representative in governing period (RT2) 
• Works through beliefs of representative about what future voters will want 

• What normative criteria should be met for anticipatory representation to 
function well?
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Gyroscopic Representation

• Representatives act in a way that voters approve of without external incentive 
• Maintains a certain direction through “built-in” goals  
• Guiding principal could be narrow (issue specific) or broad (ideological)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cquvA_IpEsA


Gyroscopic Representation

• Voters affect political outcomes by selection, not induction 
• Voters place a representative in a broader political system 

• In this model, the constituency is not taken into account; electoral accountability is not 
necessary; communication with constituents not necessary 

• How does gyroscopic representation differ from a trustee style of 
representation? 

• What normative criteria should be met for gryoscopic representation to 
function well?
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Surrogate Representation

• Representation by representative in another district 
• “Non-territorial” representation rather than dyadic representation 

• Individuals and groups turn to representatives with whom they have a non 
electoral relationships to advance their interests 
• Representatives may feel that their constituency extends beyond their district



Who benefits from surrogate representation?



Surrogate Representation - The Affluent

• The Affluent 
• Individuals and groups face monetary limitations in campaign contributions 
• Give to candidates who align with their interests beyond district 







Surrogate Representation - The Affluent

• The Affluent 
• Individuals and groups face monetary limitations in campaign contributions 
• Give to candidates who align with their interests beyond district 

• Campaign contributors exert power by… 
• Expecting representatives to make good on campaign promises (promissory)  
• Potentially withholding future contributions (anticipatory) 
• Placing in the legislature individuals who align with values (gyroscopic)



Surrogate Representation - The “Losers”

• Those who “lose out” in their own district  
• Congressional elections feature single-member districts — minority voters lose out 
• If there is sufficient geographic clustering, voters who lose out in one district will find 

representation in another 

• Why might representatives feel beholden to non-monetary surrogates? 
• Tied by shared identity or lived experienced (i.e., descriptive representation) 
• Most pronounced when legislature includes few, or disproportionately few, 

representatives who belong to the group in question



What normative criteria should be met for non-monetary 
surrogate representation to function well?













So…do non-monetary surrogates have power?











• RQ: How do voters think about representation? 

• What was public opinion of the war like in 2002/2003? 





• RQ: How do voters think about representation? 

• What was public opinion of the war like in 2002/2003?  

• How did this change?





• How should voters in 2006 react under promissory representation? 
• They should still approval of representative’s past vote  

• How should voters react in 2006 under anticipatory representation? 
• They should disapprove of representative’s past vote





• RQ: How does members balance the preferences of different constituencies? 

• If donors and district constituents are at odds, what should a member do? 
• Under dyadic representation? 
• Under surrogate representation?





On Constituencies…



Theory on Constituencies 

• What is a constituency? 
• A body of voters in a specified area who elect a representative to a legislative body 

• What is a subconstituency? 
• Meaningful groups of sub-voters who belong to the broader constituency



Fenno’s Constituencies & Subconstituencies



Geographic Constituency

• Geographic Constituency 
• Legal bounded space that a legislator represents 
• Described in terms of social/demographic characteristics 
• Key variable: homogeneity vs. heterogeneity  

• Why does homogeneity vs. heterogeneity matter? 

• Is is possible for a member to represent their entire 
geographic constituency?



Reelection Constituency

• Reelection Constituency 
• Political constituency of voters who will vote the 

legislator



Primary Constituency

• Primary constituency 
• Strongest supporters, earliest backers 
• Individuals who vote for a candidate in the primary election



A Quick Note on Congressional Elections

• Individual states are tasked with administering elections, thus variation  

• In most states… 
• Two stage elections: the primary election and the general election  
• Primary: each party nominates a candidate  
• General: representative is chosen from nominees  

• In a few states… 
• Primaries are held jointly (i.e., non-partisan primaries) 
• Or there is no primary at all! (i.e., Louisiana)



Primary Constituency

• Primary constituency 
• Strongest supporters, earliest backers 
• Individuals who vote for a candidate in the primary election 

• Who do you think is more important to a representative: the primary constituency 
or the reelection constituency?



Personal Constituency

• Political advisors, confidants, family, staff



Key Question: How would you try to win over constituents 
as a member of Congress?


