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Reconsidering Representation

How the Same Data Can Produce Divergent
Conclusions about the Quality of Democratic
Responsiveness in the United States

Peter K. Enns

Many scholars have sounded an alarm about the extent of unequal representa-
tion in advanced democracies.1 In Democracy in America? Benjamin Page and
Martin Gilens (2017, 68) conclude, “average citizens exert little or no influence
on federal government policy” (italics in original). Researchers studying the
UnitedStates (Bartels 2008; Gilens 2005; Gilens 2011; Gilens and Page 2014;
Gilens 2016; Jacobs and Page 2005; Jacobs and Skocpol 2005; Page and Gilens
2017), Germany (Elässer, Hence, and Schäfer 2017), the Netherlands (Schakel
2019), and other countries (Giger, Rosset and Bernauer 2012) have reached
similarly stark conclusions. This research, which finds that those in the upper
10 or 20 percent of the income distribution dominate the policy making process
at the expense of those at and below the economic middle, has had a profound
influence on academic literature, the media, and even political discourse.2

From a theoretical perspective, however, the finding that ordinary citizens
have “little or no influence” is surprising. First, although there are many

1 I thank Kailin Koch for outstanding research assistance. A previous version if this chapter was
presented at the Annual Conference of the Southern Political Science Association, San Juan,
Puerto Rico, Jan. 9 –12, 2020, Penn State University, and at the Political Equality in Unequal
Societies Workshop on Participation, Representation, and Public Policy, Villa Vigoni, Italy,
Jun. 4 –8, 2018.

2 Others have used a broader definition of affluent. Bartels (2008) analyzed those who reported
family incomes above $40,000, which corresponded with the upper 29 percent at the time
(257–258). Evidence of the political influence of this research can be seen in President Obama
and President Clinton’s endorsements of Bartels’ Unequal Democracy (https://press.princeton
.edu/books/hardcover/9780691172842/unequal-democracy). Gilens and Page’s appearance on
The Daily Show offers one indication of media reach. The number of citations in Google
Scholar as of June 2022 to Gilens’ (2012) Affluence and Influence (1,884), Gilens and Page’s
(2014) “Testing Theories of American Politics” (2,544), and Bartels’ (2008) Unequal Democracy
(4,042) highlight the impressive scholarly influence of these works.
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reasons to think that the preferences of the affluent have an advantage in a
representative democracy (the affluent, for example, are more likely to vote;
they have more time to participate in other ways; and they have more resources
to donate to campaigns), there is no theory that implies that the middle (or even
those at the bottom of the income distribution) have no influence (Enns and
Wlezien 2011, Enns 2015c). Second, the notion that politicians disregard
ordinary citizens removes the agency of those in the middle and the bottom
of the income distribution. As Bhatti and Erikson (2011, 225–226) explain, “If
Bartels’s research is correct, the implication is not only that senators freely
ignore the views of the poor, but also that the poor must ignore the fact that
they are not represented.” For the unequal representation thesis to be consist-
ently true, those in the middle and the bottom of the income distribution, who
could use their majority status to vote unresponsive politicians out of office,
must either not realize that their views are ignored or not care enough to act.3

This implied lack of awareness and/or apathy is at odds with the historical
record of political protest and action among those who have been politically
excluded and marginalized in the United States. Soss and Weaver (2016, 11)
highlight the disconnect between much of the academic literature and this
record of political action. They write, “based on the field’s most cited studies,
we could easily conclude that people in RCS [race-class subjugated] commu-
nities lack active political lives – or, at least, the type of political lives worth
trying to understand.” Of course, this conclusion would be far from the truth.
Even the most disadvantaged and marginalized participate in important ways
(e.g., Lee 2002; Philpot, Shaw, and McGowen 2009; Soss and Weaver 2016;
Walker 2020).

The absence of a theory predicting average citizens exert “little to no influ-
ence” combined with the historical record of action and influence even among
the excluded and marginalized suggest that we should consider a more nuanced
view of who gets represented. A large literature offers empirical support to this
nuanced perspective. Focusing on the United States, numerous studies show
that political responsiveness to different income groups is often statistically
indistinguishable, suggesting that we cannot conclude that politicians respond
more to the rich than to other groups (Bashir 2015; Brunner, Ross, and
Washington 2013; Bhatti and Erikson 2011; Branham, Soroka, and Wlezien
2010, 2017; Enns and Wlezien 2011; Enns 2015c, 2015b; Wlezien and Soroka
2011). In fact, even though Bartels (2016) finds evidence of unequal responsive-
ness in the Senate, the same conclusion does not emerge in his analysis of
the House. He writes, “These disparities in apparent influence are estimated
with considerable uncertainty, so we cannot rule out the possibility that
House members responded equally to the views of low- or middle-income

3 Focusing on the surprising lack of elected politicians from working-class backgrounds, Carnes
and Lupu (Chapter 10) ask a related question, “why do voters around the world continue electing
the affluent?”
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constituents and high-income constituents” (242).4 Moreover, when differences
in representation are found, the results are often highly conditional on factors
such as the state, the party in power, and the particular policy. And the rich do
not always win. In some contexts, government outputs correspond more closely
with the preferences of those in the middle or even the bottom of the income
distribution (Ellis 2013, 2017; Flavin 2012; Lax, Phillips, and Zelizer 2019;
Rigby and Wright 2011; Wlezien and Soroka 2011).

Of course, no one maintains that all groups are always represented equally in
the United States. Some representational biases are a matter of policy, such as
states that prohibit those with felony convictions from voting or Senate elec-
tions, which give a greater voice to those in less-populated states.5 Other
representational biases emerge because those with more resources can more
easily stay politically informed, find time to vote, contact policy makers, and
donate to politicians. It is nevertheless crucial to understand the extent of
inequality in the U.S. political system. Is the United States best characterized
as an “oligarchy” that does not consider the preferences of average citizens? Or
is it more accurate to conclude that who gets represented depends on the issue
and context and that the preferences of those the middle or even the bottom of
the income distribution sometimes align more closely with policy outcomes
than the preferences of the affluent?

The answers to these questions hold implications for theories of representa-
tion and for how we understand the political agency of various groups. The
answers also hold implications for contemporary politics. If the unequal repre-
sentation thesis described by scholars such as Bartels, Gilens, and Page is
correct, and we underestimate representational inequities, those with the most
influence may continue to exercise their power unnoticed and unchecked.
However, if those advocating a more nuanced perspective are correct and we
overestimate representational inequities, voters may feel less political efficacy
and more disillusionment than the facts warrant, which could decrease political
participation (e.g., Abramson and Aldrich 1982; Schäfer 2017). In other words,
if those most concerned about unequal representation have overstated the
problem, they may exacerbate the problem they seek to describe by leading
the public to feel less empowered than they actually are. What’s more, increased
political disaffection from overstating representational biases could increase
support for populist candidates who campaign against the establishment (see
Chapters 9 and 13 on the increased popularity of right-wing populist parties).

4 Bartels goes on to note, “we also cannot rule out the possibility that the views of low- or middle-
income constituents had no effect at all on the voting behavior of their members of Congress”
(242). The key point, of course, is that the data do not allow us to conclude whom House
members represent (also see, Bhatti and Erikson 2011).

5 See www.sentencingproject.org/issues/felony-disenfranchisement/ for details on state felony
disenfranchisement laws.
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We must also understand the nature of representational inequality if we are
to understand the causes of (and solutions to) unequal social and economic
conditions. In the United States, whether we consider wealth, health care,
education, the criminal justice system, or environmental conditions, the scope
of inequality is staggering. It can be tempting to think that these inequities offer
further support for the unequal representation thesis. Indeed, many scholars
view unequal responsiveness as a key contributor of rising inequality (Bartels
2008; Page and Gilens 2017). Bartels, for example, writes, “These disparities in
representation are especially troubling because they suggest the potential for a
debilitating feedback cycle linking economic and political realms” (286). Yet,
we do not know how much unequal representation today explains the intense
social and economic inequality.6 As the literature described here indicates,
sometimes those in the middle or at the bottom of the income distribution are
more likely to see their preferences enacted. Furthermore, states with more
liberal public opinion are more likely to raise the minimum wage (Franko
and Witko 2018, 140), suggesting that responsiveness to public opinion can
mitigate social and economic inequality. Our ability to address the growing
inequalities in the United States depends on accurately identifying the source of
these inequities. If we misdiagnose the role of unequal representation, by either
under or overestimating the influence of average citizens, we risk directing our
efforts away from the most effective strategies for promoting social and eco-
nomic equality.

With these concerns in mind, this chapter aims to better understand the
potential for policy responsiveness in the United States. Income groups are just
one potential source of representational inequities, therefore this chapter con-
siders four groups who scholars often suggest receive different amounts of
representation. These groups are voters and nonvoters; the lowest, middle,
and highest income groups; the economically secure and insecure; and govern-
ment program recipients and nonrecipients.7 To better understand the extent of
unequal representation among these groups, I consider four prominent models
of political responsiveness: group opinion and preference gaps, majority rule,
relative policy support, and dynamic representation. Although these models are
not mutually exclusive or all encompassing, much of the literature on political
responsiveness relies on at least one of these models to test whether politicians
privilege some groups’ preferences over others’.

The following section summarizes the four models of responsiveness and
identifies prominent research that relies on these models. To evaluate these four

6 I emphasize “today” because many social and economic inequities are undoubtedly a function of
past political decisions, such as slavery, voting restrictions, segregation, and redlining (Hernandez
2009; Hillier 2003) that were explicitly designed to represent and benefit some groups and to
exclude others.

7 As discussed in this chapter, there are many other important groups that could be analyzed,
including groups based on racial, ethnic, gender, and immigrant identity.

106 Peter K. Enns

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009267694.009 Published online by Cambridge University Press



models, the analysis reconsiders influential studies of voters and nonvoters
(Leighley and Nagler 2014), income groups (Gilens 2012; Gilens and
Page 2014), the economically secure and insecure (Hacker, Rehm, and
Schlesinger 2013), and program recipients and nonrecipients (Mettler
and Stonecash 2008). I analyze the data from each of these studies using the
four models of responsiveness. In each case, the results show that the same data
produce different conclusions about who gets represented depending on the
model of responsiveness applied. In other words, existing conclusions about
the nature of representation in the United States are highly dependent on the
definition of responsiveness. Moreover, only models based on preference gaps
consistently show a potential for unequal responsiveness. The conclusion dis-
cusses which models are most likely employed by politicians, why average
citizens may feel like they are not represented even though several models
suggest they are (at least to roughly the same extent as many other groups),
and how representational inequities could actually be much worse than they
seem. The conclusion also offers recommendations for future research and
extending the analyses cross-nationally.

models of political responsiveness

No theory of democracy expects or recommends complete policy responsive-
ness (e.g., Sabl 2015). But some responsiveness (i.e., politicians sometimes enact
or shift policy to reflect the preferences of citizens) is a necessary condition of
democratic representation (see Chapter 2 for a detailed consideration of the
conditions of representative democracy).8 Whose preferences politicians con-
sider when their decisions and actions do reflect others’ perspectives is equally
important to understand. This section reviews four prominent models of
responsiveness: group opinion and preference gaps, majority rule, relative
policy support, and dynamic representation. These models are not meant to
represent every type of political responsiveness, but given their prominence in
studies of representation, they are particularly important to consider.

group opinion and preference gaps

Groups are central to the study of politics. scholars often study the preferences
of different groups based on demographic characteristics (income, gender, race,
etc.), behavior (voters and nonvoters, the politically informed and uninformed,
etc.), or eligibility (such as those who receive or do not receive government
benefits). To understand whether some groups get represented at the expense of
others, we need to know the policy preferences of the groups. Typically,
scholars consider the percent in each group that favor (or oppose) a particular

8 Also see Eulau and Karps (1977) for a discussion of different types of political responsiveness and
Butler (2014) on potential inequities in how legislators respond to individual constituent requests.
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policy. When the percent favoring a particular policy differs across two groups,
a preference gap exists. For example, if 60 percent of voters supported more
spending on schools and 75 percent of nonvoters supported increased spending
on schools, a 15 percent preference gap would exist between voters and non-
voters on this issue.

The representational implications of this preference gap seem straightfor-
ward. Focusing on the preference gap between voters and nonvoters, Leighley
and Nagler (2014) explain, “Voters are less supportive of government redistri-
bution than nonvoters. To the extent that elected officials respond to voters, we
expect that public policies regarding redistribution and inequality will be less
generous than they would be in the case of universal turnout” (188) (also see
Wolfinger and Rosenstone (1980)). Scholars have reached similar conclusions
about unequal representation when focusing on preference gaps across a var-
iety of groups, such as income (Gilens 2009; Page, Bartels, and Seawright 2013;
Rigby and Wright 2011; Soroka and Wlezien 2008) gender (Box-Steffensmeier,
Boef, and Lin 2004; Griffin, Newman, and Wolbrecht 2012; Kaufmann and
Petrocik 1999; Shapiro and Young 1986), race (Abrajano and Poole 2011;
Griffin and Newman 2008; Kinder and Sanders 1996), and political infor-
mation levels (Althaus 2003; Delli Carpini and Keeter 1997). These preference
gaps have come to be viewed as a prerequisite for unequal representation.
Focusing on income groups, Flavin and Franko (2017, 661) explain, “any
study that examines unequal political influence must first grapple with the
question of whether the rich and poor have noticeably different political
opinions to begin with.”

At first glance, the effect of preference gaps on representation seem almost
axiomatic. If politicians pay more attention to a particular group and that
group is more (less) supportive of a policy than other groups, the policy should
be more (less) likely to become law. But do politicians really focus on preference
gaps when deciding what policy to support? In the concluding chapter of Who
Gets Represented? Jim Stimson (2011, 357) argues that politicians have an
incentive to avoid this type of group conflict. He writes:

Imagine being an ambitious politician. The group-conflict frame is not at all attractive.
One choice may net out more positive than negative, but any decision that alienates
some is to be avoided if possible. What you would like to do is please all of the people all
of the time. You might often be forced to make decisions involving group conflicts, but
given a choice you would often choose to avoid them.

Stimson’s expectation that – if possible – politicians prefer to please everyone
instead of pleasing one group at the expense of another group seems intuitive.
In fact, even when politicians face an institutional incentive to only focus on a
particular group (for example, a U.S. senator responding to preferences of
citizens in her state and ignoring the preferences of individuals outside of the
state), no theory of representation predicts that a policy maker becomes more
likely to favor a policy as the preference gap between one group and another
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group grows. That is, we would not expect a U.S. senator to vote in favor of a
popular policy in her state because citizens in a neighboring state do not
support the policy. By contrast, we might expect that a senator would be more
likely to support the policy if it was popular in all states (meaning no preference
gap), even though voters in other states have no direct influence on the senator’s
electoral fortunes. Even if a policy maker only focuses on the preferences of a
specific group, to the extent the policy maker is aware of other groups’ prefer-
ences, a smaller preference gap (meaning less group conflict) should increase
responsiveness. Thus, despite the ubiquity of the study of group opinions and
preference gaps, the implications for political representation are far from clear,
highlighting the importance of considering other models of responsiveness.

majority rule

In Democracy in America? Page and Gilens (2017, 5) define democracy as,
“policy responsiveness to ordinary citizens – that is, popular control of govern-
ment. Or simply, ‘majority rule.’”

Public opinion surveys often ask individuals to select between two alterna-
tives, such as whether government should increase or decrease spending in a
particular policy area, whether the minimum wage should be increased or
remain the same, or whether social security should be privatized or not.
According to majority rule, when politicians design or shift policy to align with
the majority, policy responsiveness occurs.

The logic of group opinion and preference gaps can be applied to majority
rule, but the implications differ because only gaps around 50 percent support
matter. Consider, for example, a preference gap of two percent. For those who
consider group opinion from the perspective of preference gaps, two percentage
points implies nearly equivalent preferences. Unequal responsiveness would be
impossible. Indeed, Gilens (2012) considers a 10 percent preference gap to be
the prerequisite for unequal presentation. However, if 51 percent of voters
supported a proposed policy and 49 percent of nonvoters supported the policy,
majority opinion would be different. According to majority rule, if the policy
passed, voters would be represented at the expense of nonvoters. Page and
Gilens cite the U.S. Constitution, the Declaration of Independence, and
Abraham Lincoln’s “of the people, by the people, and for the people” to
highlight the intuitive appeal of majority rule (2017, 5). But knowing that the
majority prefers certain policies does not reveal information about which of
those policies enjoys the most support. When politicians consider the public’s
preferences, it seems implausible to treat 51 percent support as equal to 91 per-
cent support, but majority rule makes no distinction between the two. Similarly,
we would not consider a policy proposal with 9 percent support equally
unpopular as a policy proposal with 49 percent support, despite neither policy
reaching majority support. The following section considers how politicians
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might deal with variations beyond the majority–minority dichotomy in the
amount of public support policies receive.

relative policy support

Research on the representation of group interests often asks whether support
for particular policies differs across groups (i.e., does a preference gap exist or
does a majority in a particular group favor the policy?). Many researchers,
however, focus on what I refer to as relative policy support (Enns 2015b, c).
The logic of relative policy support is not new and many studies of representa-
tion rely on this notion of representation (Gilens 2012; Gilens and Page 2014;
Jacobs and Page 2005). However, the implications of relative policy support for
the representation of group preferences are rarely fully considered.

Relative policy support switches the focus from differences in support for a
policy (or policies) across groups to differences in the amount of support across
policies. For example, if 75 percent of the public supported more spending on
schools and 65 percent supported more spending on welfare, relative policy
support is higher for spending on schools, because support for spending on
schools is higher relative to spending on welfare. The logic of relative policy
support can be extended to all potential policies. The expectation is that if
policy makers consider the public’s preferences, the policies with more support
relative to other policies will be more likely to become law.

Differences across groups can also be considered within the relative policy
support framework. Building on the previous example, suppose 75 percent of
voters preferred more spending on schools and 65 percent preferred more
spending on welfare, while the opposite was true for nonvoters (i.e., 75 percent
of nonvoters preferred more spending on welfare and 65 percent preferred
more spending on schools). From the perspective of relative policy support, if
school spending was increased, voters’ preferences were represented because
the policy that voters supported most (relative to the other policy under
consideration) was implemented. By contrast, nonvoters did not see their
preferences translated into policy, because nonvoters expressed the most sup-
port for spending more on welfare.

Relative policy support can be an appealing model of responsiveness because
instead of asking whether or not a particular policy enjoys majority support, it
allows policy makers to consider how much support or opposition a policy has
relative to other policies. Relative policy support is also consistent with the
constraints that politicians face. Limited time and budgetary constraints mean
policy makers cannot implement all potential policies (or even all policies with
majority support). To the extent that policy makers consider public opinion, we
would expect the policy with the most public support to be most likely to be
implemented and the policy with the least public support to be least likely to be
implemented. This does not require that politicians consider all potential
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policies simultaneously. But it does suggest that politicians have some sense of
whether a policy is popular (or unpopular) relative to other potential policies.

Relative policy support shares a common logic with measures of policy
congruence, such as Miller and Stokes’s (1963) classic study, which compared
how popular a policy was within a district with the support the policy received
from the district’s legislator (based on legislator roll call votes and survey
responses about the policies). Evidence of responsiveness, or “congruence,”
emerged if legislators were more supportive of a policy in districts with higher
levels of support for that policy. Instead of focusing on the amount of support
for a particular policy relative to other policies, congruence studies consider the
amount of support for a particular policy relative to support for that policy in
other districts. Although congruence studies can offer evidence of responsive-
ness – if policy makers are responding to public opinion, we would expect
districts with the most support for a policy to have legislators most likely to
vote for the policy – the relationship may not reflect the underlying mechanism.
That is, even when we have evidence of congruence, politicians are not neces-
sarily comparing support in their district relative to other districts when decid-
ing whether or not to support a policy proposal. However, given the constraints
described here, it seems plausible that politicians notice which policies tend to
garner more (or less) support from their constituents relative to other potential
policies. Thus, while both approaches share a common logic that relative
support offers more information than a binary cut-off such as majority support,
I use relative policy support to refer to the variation in the amount of support
across potential policies.

This model of relative policy support is consistent with existing data.
Consider, for example, Figure 7.1. We see that as support for a policy (relative

figure 7.1. The relationship between actual policy adoption and relative policy
support (reproduction of Gilens 2012, Figure 3.2)
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to other policies) increases on the x-axis, the probability that the policy became
law (shown on the y-axis) also increases. The finding that more popular
support relative to other policies corresponds with a higher probability of
becoming law is intuitive and suggests that politicians may indeed incoporate
this model of responsiveness. But relative policy support also corresponds with
a very counterintuitive prediction. As we will see in this chapter (also see Enns
2015c; Enns 2015b), even when substantial preference gaps exist, if policy
makers consider relative policy support, it is common for policy responsiveness
to be equivalent for both groups.

dynamic representation

The prior three models (group opinion and preference gaps, majority rule, and
relative policy support) typically focus on public opinion at a single time point.
However, it is possible – perhaps even likely – that politicians consider opinion
change. Political responsiveness to opinion change is often referred to as
dynamic representation (Stimson, MacKuen, and Erikson 1995). Dynamic
representation posits that elected officials have an incentive to shift policy in
the direction that public opinion is moving. Failure to do so risks losing support
or catalyzing negative latent opinion (Bentley 2008; Enns 2016; Key 1961;
Zaller 2003).9 Consistent with this perspective, a large body of research shows
that policy reflects general shifts in public opinion (Erikson, MacKuen, and
Stimson 2002; Stimson, MacKuen, and Erikson 1995), and that policy in
specific domains follows changes in public opinion on specific issues such as
criminal justice (Enns 2014; Enns 2016), defense (Wlezien 1996), and social
welfare (Wlezien 2004; Wlezien and Soroka 2011).10

what the four models imply for
unequal responsiveness

These four models represent some of the most influential approaches to study-
ing responsiveness. In many cases, they also generate unique conclusions about
the nature of representation. To evaluate these models, I reconsider four prom-
inent studies of group opinion and representation. Using the data from these
studies, I demonstrate how the implications change depending on which model
of responsiveness we consider. In fact, using the same data but shifting the
model of responsiveness radically alters the conclusions past studies have
reached about the potential for unequal representation in the United States.

9 See Enns (2016, 28–31) for a discussion of the relationship between latent opinion and
dynamic representation.

10 Even Supreme Court decisions, made by justices who enjoy life tenure, appear to follow shifts in
public opinion (Casillas, Enns, and Wohlfarth 2011; Enns and Wohlfarth 2018; McGuire and
Stimson 2004; Mishler and Sheehan 1993).
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voters and nonvoters

I begin by considering voters and nonvoters from Leighley and Nagler’s (2014)
landmark study Who Votes Now? Voters and nonvoters are particularly
important to consider, because most scholars would expect politicians to place
more weight on the preferences of voters. Furthermore, Leighley and Nagler
find important preference gaps between voters and nonvoters and conclude that
“voters are not representative of nonvoters on redistributive issues” (176).
Figure 7.2 shows this result by reproducing table 6.3 from their book, which
relies on data from the 2004 National Annenberg Election Survey (NAES). The
horizontal bars indicate how much more nonvoters support these redistributive
policies than voters. The consistent preference gap between voters and non-
voters seems to support Leighley and Nagler’s conclusion that, “To the extent
that elected officials respond to voters, we expect that public policies regarding
redistribution and inequality will be less generous than they would in the case
of universal turnout” (188).11

However, if we consider other models of responsiveness, we reach an
entirely different conclusion. Figure 7.3a shows that all five redistributive
policies receive majority support from both voters and nonvoters.12 If we rely

figure 7.2. The preference gap between voters and nonvoters on redistributive
policies (Leighley and Nagler 2014, Table 6.3)

11 Mitchell and Wlezien (1995) and Wolfinger and Rosenstone (1980) by contrast, find that
expanded registration and turnout would have only minor effects on the composition of
the electorate.

12 The lowest level of support comes from voters on making union organizing easier (53.5 percent).
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on Gilens and Page’s preferred model of majority rule, responsiveness on these
redistributive issues cannot differ. Even more striking, we see that relative
policy support is equal for voters and nonvoters. Although nonvoters consist-
ently express more support than voters for these policies (hence the preference
gaps in Figure 7.2), both nonvoters and voters express the most support for
increasing the minimum wage, the least support for making union organizing
easier, and the same relative support for the policies in between (Spearman’s
rho = 1.0).

The conclusions about equivalent responsiveness based on majority rule and
relative policy support persist in Figure 7.3b when we consider all policies
Leighley and Nagler examined for voters and nonvoters using the 2004
NAES. Majority opinion only differs for voters and nonvoters on one policy,
spending more on homeland security (51.7 percent of nonvoters support
spending more while 49.1 percent of voters support spending more). We also
see that relative policy support is almost equivalent across all policies
(Spearman’s rho = 0.89). In fact, considering survey sampling error associated
with these two groups, it is hard to imagine more similar relative policy support
across these thirty policies. If politicians are most likely to pass legislation with
the most support and least likely to pass legislation with the least support, it
would be very difficult to represent voters and nonvoters differently.

To evaluate the potential for unequal dynamic representation, we need
measures of policy support from at least two time points. The 2000 NAES

(a) (b)

figure 7.3. Relative policy support among voters and nonvoters, (a) redistributive
policies (Leighley and Nagler 2014, Table 6.3) and (b) all policies (Leighley and Nagler
2014, Tables 6.3–6.8)
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asked two of the policy questions considered in Figure 7.3b (support for more
federal assistance in schools and support for allowing workers to invest some of
their Social Security contributions in the stock market) with nearly identical
question wording as in 2004.13

In Figure 7.4a and b we see that between 2000 and 2004, voters and
nonvoters both increased their support for more federal funding to schools
and both decreased support for allowing Social Security contributions in the
stock market. The size of the shifts are not identical, but if politicians track
opinion change, voters and nonvoters were sending the same message on these
issues. Although only two of the NAES questions Leighley and Nagler analyzed
can be compared in this way, Ellis, Ura, and Robinson (2006) and Page and
Shapiro (1992) have shown that voters and nonvoters shift their policy prefer-
ences in tandem across a range of policy issues. Because voters and nonvoters
tend to update their preferences in parallel, from the perspective of dynamic
representation, it is virtually impossible to respond to voters and
nonvoters differently.

In sum, when considering the data from Leighley and Nagler (2014), it is
only possible to consistently represent the preferences of voters and nonvoters
differently from the perspective of group opinion and preference gaps. If

(a)
Pe

rc
en

t
(b)

figure 7.4. Voters’ and novoters’ support for (a) federal assistance to schools and (b)
Social Security contributions in the stock market (National Annenberg Election Survey,
2000 and 2004)

13 Only the words “this” and “personally” differed across the two surveys. Exact question wording
was, “Providing financial assistance to public elementary and secondary schools – should the
federal government spend more on it [this (2000)], the same as now, less, or no money at all?”
and “Do you [personally (2000)] favor or oppose allowing workers to invest some of their Social
Security contributions in the stock market?”
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majority opinion, relative policy support, or opinion change matter to polit-
icians, our conclusions about representation would be different. Of course,
when preferences appear identical, it is impossible to know if policy makers
are responding to both groups or only following one group while the other
group receives “coincidental representation” (Enns 2015b, c; Gilens 2015;
Gilens and Page 2014). But knowing that voters and nonvoters are equally
likely to see their preferences become policy with three models of responsive-
ness offers a major change to conventional wisdom.

income groups

Page, Bartels, and Seawright (2013, 52) write, “if the wealthy have very
distinctive preferences that conflict with the interests of other citizens, their
disproportionate influence would seem to create a serious problem for the
working of democracy in the United States.” Here, I consider the extent to
which the affluent have distinctive policy preferences based on the four models
of responsiveness described above. I use the dataset generated by Gilens, which
forms the foundation of his work on unequal representation (Gilens 2005,
2011, 2012; Gilens and Page 2014; Page and Gilens 2017). Gilens’ data include
policy preferences on 1,863 potential policies or policy changes between
1981 and 2002. Because the surveys these data are based on include different
income categories, Gilens imputes the preferences of the 10th, 50th, and 90th
percentile for each of the 1,863 potential policies (Gilens 2005), which provide
an estimate of the percent of respondents at each income level that favor
each policy.

Gilens (2012) explains, “for questions that generate comparable levels of
support across different income groups, the preference/policy link is necessarily
the same” (79). Thus, to consider preference gaps, I follow Gilens’ approach
and focus on policies where income groups have a preference gap of more than
10 percentage points. For the 90th and 50th income percentiles, this preference
gap (and thus the potential for unequal responsiveness) exists in 19.3 percent of
Gilens’ data. For the 10th and 90th income percentiles the gap exists with 41.6
percent of potential policies. As noted above, Page and Gilens (2017) focus on
majority rule. To consider the extent of majority agreement by income level,
I follow Branham, Soroka, and Wlezien (2017).14 Majorities in the 50th and
90th percentiles agree 88.1 percent of the time. Majorities in the 10th and 90th
percentiles agree 81.2 percent of the time. In other words, if the criteria for
representation is majority rule instead of preference gaps, the potential for
unequal representation drops by roughly half – 19.3 to 11.9 percent of

14 Branham, Soroka, and Wlezien’s (2017) results differ slightly because they excluded 84 potential
policies for which the actual policy outcome was mixed, and thus not analyzed by Gilens.
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potential policies for the 50th and 90th percentiles and 41.6 to 18.8 percent for
the 10th and 90th percentiles.

Figure 7.5a and b offer a visual indication of relative policy support by
income groups. The hollow dots reflect potential policies where the income
group preference gap is 10 percentage points or less. Echoing Busemeyer’s
findings in Chapter 8 for social policy preferences in Western European coun-
tries, across all policies in Gilens’s U.S. data, relative policy support is extremely
similar across income groups (Spearman’s rho = 0.93 for the 50th and 90th
percentiles and 0.84 for the 10th and 90th percentiles). Importantly, as the solid
dots show, even when a preference gap exists, relative policy support is still
quite similar across income groups. Despite the gap, policies with a lot of
support among the affluent also tend to get a lot of support from those in the
middle and the bottom of the income distribution. And when a policy is not
favored by the rich, those at the 50th and 10th income percentile also tend to
oppose the policy (also see Enns 2015b, c). Some exceptions exist, especially
for the 10th and 90th percentiles, but it is clear that relative policy support can
be similar even when preference gaps exist. Consistent with the visual patterns,
for the 50th and 90th income percentiles, Spearman’s rho = 0.67 for the
333 policies with a preference gap of more than 10 percentage points between
the 50th and 90th percentiles, and Enns (2015c) shows the substantive impli-
cations for differential representation are quite small. For the 747 policies with
a preference gap of more than 10 percent for the 10th and 90th percentiles,
Spearman’s rho = 0.60. While these patterns allow for some unequal represen-
tation, we must also remember that measurement error from imputing

(a) (b)

figure 7.5. Policy preferences by income group, (a) median and affluent and
(b) lower income and affluent (data from Gilens 2012)
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preferences at these income percentiles produces some of the differences in
relative support.

It would be impossible to evaluate opinion change for all 1,863 potential
policies in Gilens’ data. Instead, I consider Stimson’s (1991) policy mood by
income group. Policy mood is a summary measure of support for more liberal
policy based on hundreds of survey questions. This measure allows us to
evaluate how the public’s global policy preferences have shifted over time. In
Figure 7.6, I reproduce Enns and Wlezien’s (2011) estimate of policy mood by
income level. We see that the upper, middle, and lower income groups update
their policy preferences virtually in tandem (also see Enns 2015a; Kelly and
Enns 2010; Page and Shapiro 1992). When we consider dynamic representa-
tion, the opportunity for unequal responsiveness evaporates almost completely.

As with voters and nonvoters, the extent for unequal responsiveness to
income groups depends heavily on the definition of representation considered,
which means existing findings about the representation of different income
groups are sensitive to the model of responsiveness considered.

economically secure and insecure

Although some differences exist across income groups, the previous section
found lots of policy agreement. These patterns reinforce a substantial literature
which finds similar policy preferences across income groups (Citrin and Green
1990; Gilens 1999; Hochschild 1981; Lau and Heldman 2009; Sears and Funk
1990). Hacker, Rehm, and Schlesinger (2013) offered a major theoretical
advancement by arguing that it is not just income level, but rather economic
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figure 7.6. Stimson’s policy mood by income level (Enns and Wlezien 2011)
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insecurity (i.e., the likelihood of negative economic shocks) that should matter
for policy preferences. Consistent with this argument, they find that across a
range of policies, when controlling for a host of demographic variables (includ-
ing income level), partisan identification, political ideology, and economic
evaluations, those who experience more economic instability consistently
express more liberal positions on economic and social policies. Although
Hacker, Rehm, and Schlesinger (2013) do not use the language of a “preference
gap,” the higher levels of policy support among the less economically stable can
be understood in those terms. Indeed, Figure 7.7 plots the preference gap that
emerges when the percent supporting a policy among the economically secure is
subtracted from the percent supporting the policy among the economically
insecure for all policies considered by Hacker, Rehm, and Schlesinger (2013).
Consistent with their Table 7.7, the pattern of horizontal bars to the right of the
vertical line shows that those who experience negative economic shocks are
more supportive of social policies than those who do not experience these
shocks for 12/14 policies (Data are from the 2008–2009 American National
Election Study (ANES) Panel Study). Although Hacker, Rehm, and Schlesinger
(2013) do not focus on the representational implications of their findings,
expectations are clear.15 If policy makers consider preference gaps and if the
preferences of the economically vulnerable carry less weight, we would expect
these social programs to be less generous than if everyone’s voice counted

15 Hacker, Rehm, and Schlesinger (2013) primarily focus on the link between economic security
and policy attitudes and on implications for polarization and other outcomes (also see Rehm,
Hacker, and Schlesinger 2012).

figure 7.7. Preference gap: high and low economic shock (2008–2009 ANES Panel
Study, wave 15)
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equally. However, if we consider majority rule, the opportunity for unequal
representation is much less. Majority support only differs among the economic-
ally secure and insecure for three of these policies. Figure 7.8 considers relative
policy support and shows that if politicians are more likely to implement the
policies favored by more people, the opportunity for unequal representation is
even less. The economically secure and insecure tend to be most and least
supportive of the same policies (Spearman’s rho=0.95).

Because Hacker, Rehm, and Schlesinger (2013) asked their economic inse-
curity and policy questions in two waves of the 2008–2009 ANES Panel Survey
(Mar. 11–Apr. 9, 2009 and Sept. 8–Oct. 22, 2009), it is possible to evaluate
how opinions changed across these six months and the corresponding implica-
tions for dynamic representation. Figure 7.9 shows that the economically secure
and insecure updated most of their policy preferences in the same direction.
Specifically, for 10/14 policies, the grey and black bars go to the left, indicating
that those who were economically insecure in both survey waves (grey bars)
and secure in both waves (black bars) both decreased support for these social
policies. The decline in support is not always equal across the two groups, but if
policy makers followed opinion change, the declining support among the secure
and insecure sent the same conservative message. Support for guaranteed jobs
and retirement income represent the most important exceptions. Here, support

figure 7.8. Relative policy support: high and low economic shock (2008–2009
ANES Panel Study, wave 15)
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