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Online appendices

Appendix A: On government decisions, policy outputs, and outcomes
As discussed in the text, it may be that members of the public are motivated less by the policy decisions – or implemented “outputs” – governments produce and more by the results of those policies, what we in the policy community often refer to as “outcomes.”[footnoteRef:1]  Outputs and outcomes can be closely related, particularly in those areas where governments mostly control what happens out in the world, for instance, abortion access, a politically salient issue.  They almost always are different, however, sometimes substantially so, as in the case of economic growth, another politically salient issue, seemingly the queen of political issues, but one where policy influences typically are dwarfed by non-policy determinants.[footnoteRef:2]  Since outcomes may matter more to people where they can observe conditions, especially when they cannot easily observe policies, it may be that people at least partly draw inferences about policy actions based on conditions in such cases, as for pollution (Buchanan 2023).[footnoteRef:3]  Detecting outcomes is not always easy, however.  National security is one obvious case, but there are many other less obvious ones, including the bulk of government regulation.  Even where people value and can observe conditions, attributing responsibility remains difficult in most areas in which government is involved, though this varies with political institutions and policy areas. Unclear responsibility attenuates the connections to those outcomes, and may further diminish incentives for policymakers to do anything with policy.    [1:  Decisions and outputs often are quite different too, even when they seemingly should not be (see Wlezien and Soroka 2004).]  [2:  This may be true even where governments matter (Kelly 2009).  ]  [3:  A focus on outcomes even may lead politicians to not represent policy preferences that will produce results that people do not want (Stokes 2001).  ] 

Where people care more about outcomes, it may be that they prioritize areas where conditions are suboptimal, what we typically refer to as “problems.” At the very least, problems may drive policy change, and there is reason to suppose that this depends on their importance and the degree to which there are problems in other important areas.  That is, politicians may need to pick and choose, and increases (decreases) in problem status in one area can impact the demand for attention in another. All of this strikes me as the consensus among scholars of policy agendas and representation (see, e.g., Jones and Baumgartner 2005; Wlezien 2005; Jennings and Wlezien 2011), but public preferences for government action – both the extent to which people want the government to do something and what they think government should or might do – also may matter for elected officials.[footnoteRef:4]  Of course, controlling outcomes can be a difficult task for politicians, as the policy means to those ends are not always clear, and other non-policy factors often are more important determinants.[footnoteRef:5]  The attention political actors pay to particular issues may matter here too, and it may be that this is an end unto itself for some citizens; if true, policy actions may not matter much.  This all relates to what drives people’s political judgments, which provides incentives to elected officials and their competitors.   [4:  This underscores the importance of the distinction between priorities and policies.  ]  [5:  Where outcomes matter, ownership may be a potential complicating force, as some politicians and parties are seen by voters as best able to deliver what people want (Petrocik 1996; Egan 2013). ] 


Appendix B: Who gets represented?
Scholars and political observers have focused heavily on whether groups with resources, especially high incomes, are more “influential” than others (Elkjaer and Klitgaard 2024). Since (much) democratic theory highlights the median voter, we might expect representation of those with middling incomes.  However, other theory (and research) recognizes variation in the influence of voters, pointing toward representation those with high(er) incomes, who participate more in politics than those with less.  Little research posits that low income voters are decisive, so there is reason to expect that both middle and high income voters matter more than the poor.[footnoteRef:6] Is this what we observe?  And what about the middle and high income groups?  Are the latter more influential than the former? [6:  It may be that certain political parties provide representation of the poor because of the preferences of better-off co-partisans.  ] 

To begin with, it is important to recognize that there are substantial preference similarities across income groups.  Consider the data from Gilens’ now-classic (2012) examination of representational inequality in the US, in which he found that the rich influence policy decisions and the middle and poor not at all.[footnoteRef:7]  That conclusion was based on regression analysis including preferences of the different groups – the 90th, 50th, and 10th income percentiles – on the right-hand-side, which has spawned a massive growth of research around the world that essentially duplicated his research design (see Elkjaer and Klitgaard 2024).  Yet, as can be seen in Figure B1, the similarities in preferences across income groups on the 1,779 issues in Gilens’ dataset are striking.  Majorities of all three groups agree over 80% of the time, and majorities of the rich and middle agree over 90% of the time (also see Bashir 2015).  The difference in support between preferences of the middle and rich is less than 6 percentage points on average, which is important given that the theoretical range is 100 points.[footnoteRef:8]  Even those numbers may exaggerate true differences given that most of the policy questions in the dataset do not offer a “don’t know” option, encouraging respondents to guess, sometimes randomly, which can artificially expand preference gaps across groups with different levels of knowledge and information (Elkjaer and Wlezien 2025).   [7:  Also see Gilens and Page (2014).  ]  [8:  The average gap is larger where majorities of the groups disagree, just about 11 points.   ] 

When preference majorities differ in the U.S., who wins?  Branham, et al (2017) answered this question using Gilens’ dataset for 1,779 different policies.  On the 10% of the policies where the rich and middle disagree in the Gilens dataset, the rich tend to win only slightly more than the middle, about 53% of the time.  Focusing only on successful changes to the status quo – as opposed to blocking policy changes – the gap increases somewhat, as policies the rich support (and middle oppose) are adopted 36% of the time and those the middle support (and rich oppose) in 26% of the cases.[footnoteRef:9]  This tendency for the rich to do only a little better than the middle is supported by research in a large number of other countries (Persson and Sundell 2024), implying that the pattern does not owe to countermajoritarian veto players that are present in the U.S. (Enns, et al 2014).  Based on these analyses, the rich do not dominate democratic politics in the U.S. or elsewhere, but even a 50-50 split may not be good news from the point of view of democratic representation, as this is more than we would expect were the middle effectively driving policy, where the rich would never win.  [9:  Branham, et al (2017) also find that the poor fair slightly worse, getting policy change they support only 19% of the time when opposed by the rich (and middle).  ] 

The tendency points to additional obstacles to effective representation, the specific mechanisms of which remain unclear.  Do the results reflect differential leverage over the policymaking process, which many scholars seem to think but for which there is limited evidence (Burgoon, et al 2022)?[footnoteRef:10]  Or is there something else at work, including the characteristics of elected officials themselves, who tend to have higher incomes, education, and the like, as we have discussed (Butler 2014)?  Information levels also tend to be higher among those with higher incomes (and education), making their preference signals more meaningful and potentially influential (Elkjaer 2020).[footnoteRef:11]  It may be that the seeming representational bias is (partly) an artifact of measurement of preferences itself, noted above (Elkjaer and Wlezien 2025).  There also may be real differences in preferences and actual bias in representation because of the alignment between the preferences of elected officials and certain groups, not because the former are more responsive to the latter (Enns 2024).  From the point of view of who “wins” in policymaking, of course, the distinction between alignment and responsiveness may be of little consequence. [10:  But see Witko, et al’s (2021) analysis of agenda-setting in the U.S.]  [11:  This is what we might expect based on the thermostatic model (Soroka and Wlezien 2010; 2022), but the tendency may be broader (also see Hertel-Fernandez, et al 2019).  ] 

There is more research to do on the influence of different income groups and other groups as well, including education, gender, and race and ethnicity, among others (Enns and Wlezien 2011).  Partisan groups may be of special importance given their importance to elections and the greater preference gaps they tend to exhibit on various issues.[footnoteRef:12]  To the extent there are differences across partisans, we still may see less congruence between policy and the median person/voter, especially where particular parties control policy, per our discussion of electoral (and government) institutions.  [12:  That said, partisans often are more similar than they are different (also see Fowler and Howell 2023), and where they do differ there is striking parallelism over time (Page and Shapiro 1992; Soroka and Wlezien 2022; also see Wlezien and Soroka 2011).  ] 





Figure B1. Policy Support for the Poor, Middle and Rich, 1779 Issues, 1981-2002 
                  (10th, 50th, and 90th Percentiles)
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Source: Gilens-Page (2014) dataset 
.  

Appendix C: Polarization, representation, and responsiveness
In our discussion of research on electoral institutions we have seen that political polarization may have consequences for policy representation.  Of special importance is the polarization of political elites/parties, as this tends to make congruence (and responsiveness) harder, for two reasons.  Where parties can act independently of others, as in single party parliamentary systems or presidential ones where there is unified party control, polarization increases extremity.  Where parties are not able to act independently, coordination is required.  In some systems, e.g., where there are proportional election rules, this can happen via coalition government, though polarization may make it more difficult for parties to reach an agreement.[footnoteRef:13]  In other systems, e.g., presidential systems with divided government, coordination across branches (and/or chambers) controlled by different parties is required, and that presumably will be more difficult the greater the differences between them (see Binder 2003; Theriault 2008; Hughes and Carlson 2015).[footnoteRef:14]   [13:  This also can complicate dynamic responsiveness to opinion change that occurs in between elections, as we have seen.]  [14:  That said, governments have undertaken substantial policy action even with party polarization and divided government. ] 

The specific implications for policy representation may depend on whether we considering the congruence between governments actions and the public that we observe right after elections and the responsiveness in between them.  For example, as we have discussed, in proportional (PR) systems, coalition agreements allow governments to partly overcome differences across parties, though greater polarization presumably may not make that easier or more likely.  It would appear to make even more difficult government responsiveness to opinion in between elections, however, as agreements can be limiting, and polarization makes it more likely that parties will favor different responses to changes in public policy sentiment.  For government institutions, we might expect polarization, particularly with divided government, to complicate congruence but not necessarily weaken responsiveness (also see Maedgen and Wlezien 2024).  Whether this is true remains to be seen.    
The problems associated with elite polarization may be greater where it is grounded in and/or supported by polarization in the public, of course.  The basic intuition is fairly obvious, as partisan differences in policy preferences encourage elite difference and conflict, and policymaking gridlock itself.  This may be most pronounced when that polarization is coupled with increased party identification, as this may weaken accountability for policy misrepresentation (and other things) (see Arceneaux 2008; Kayser and Wlezien 2011; but see Whiteley and Kolln 2019).  The main point is that party polarization almost certainly does not aid the representation of public policy preferences in government actions, though the specific form of impacts may depend on circumstances, both institutional and behavioral.
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