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I. INTRODUCTION

Elected politicians aim at re-elections. Electoral success does not only depend on the
extent to which constituents perceive politicians to align with their preferences, but also on
campaign support provided by special interest groups and party members (see Kau et al. 1982;
Persson and Tabellini 2000; Mueller 2003; Hillman 2009; Gilens and Page 2014; Balles et al.
2018). As a consequence, special interest groups and parties can also push politicians to align
with their preferences when they decide on legislative proposals. Thus, politicians serve as
common agents of multiple principals (see Bernheim and Whinston 1986; Galiani et al. 2019).
The preferences of different principals may align or be in conflict with each other, i.e. principals
can agree or disagree on their stances regarding specific legislative proposals.

While it is theoretically evident that common agency is relevant in politics, it is
empirically challenging to study multiple principals simultaneously, because preferences of
voters, special interest groups and parties are usually unobservable for specific legislative
proposals. Even if preferences of different principals can be derived or approximated, they
often cannot be directly compared. To overcome these challenges, we exploit a unique setting
for the Upper House of Parliament in Switzerland, which allows us to directly observe the
preferences of constituents, special interest groups and parties for legislative proposals.
Preferences of all three principals are measured on the same scale. We also observe the actual
voting behavior of members of Parliament (MPs) on the same legislative proposals. This allows
us to estimate the weights that MPs assign to the three principals in their decisions as well as
the weight they put on their personal preferences as the unexplained component of legislative
decisions. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first paper that estimates the relative
importance that the revealed preferences of constituents, special interest groups and parties
have on legislative decisions.

Our results indicate that all principals matter in explaining how MPs vote on legislative

proposals. However, the weights MPs assign to their different principals differ to a substantial
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degree. The weight MPs put on party preferences is about seven times higher than the weight
they put on constituent preferences, and the weight they put on special interest group
preferences is about double the weight they put on constituent preferences. We also show that
it is critical to investigate preferences of all principals jointly because their preferences may
either be aligned or differ (e.g., for some legislative proposals special interest groups may have
the same preferences as constituents, while in other cases they are in conflict with each other).
Empirically, preferences of all principals are positively correlated, though instances of conflict
do arise. The positive correlation between principals’ preferences implies that the omission of
one principal will induce a positive bias on the weight that MPs assign to other principals. In
particular, our results suggest that when the preferences of special interest groups and parties
are not accounted for, the weight that MPs assign to constituent preferences is overestimated.

By jointly investigating preferences of constituents, special interest groups and parties,
our empirical model can correctly explain 73.5% of all legislative decisions in our sample.
Moreover, if all principals are aligned, our model accurately predicts over 94.7% of all
legislative decisions. That is, in situation where all principals are aligned, the personal
preference/ideology of the MPs plays a comparatively small independent role.

Our results cast doubt on the empirical relevance of the median voter model Downs
1957). Constituent preferences do play a role for legislative decisions (see Scervini 2012;
Portmann and Stadelmann 2017, Stadelmann 2017) but their relevance is small in comparison
to special interest groups and parties. To understand and model actual political behavior, more
principals need to be considered. Politicians do not systematically converge to the median
voter’s preferences.

The remainder of this article is structured as follows: Section II discusses the related
literature. Section III develops a theoretical framework. Section I'V introduces the institutional
background, the data and the econometric model. Results are presented in Section V. Section

VI presents concluding remarks.



II. RELATED LITERATURE

We contribute to three bodies of literature: the literature on the representation of voters’
preferences on legislative decisions; the literature on the role and importance of special interest
groups; and that on party discipline in the legislative process.

Legislative decisions in democracies are usually made by majority rule. The majority rule
is probably the most widely accepted decision rule for social choices.! The majority rule’s
prevalence in political decisions has motivated scholars to integrate the position of the majority
into a vast number of economic models.? Classical theory suggests an elegant mapping from
voter’s interests to political representation and, subsequently, to policies: The well-known
result of spatial competition along a single policy dimension is convergence of legislators’
positions to the median voter under two party competition (see Duverger 1954; Downs 1957).
However, the literature on legislative shirking shows that systematic deviations from voters’
interests exist and theoretical requirements for Downsian convergence are rarely met (see Kau
and Rubin 1979; Peltzman 1984; Alesina 1988; Gouveia and Masia 1998; Gerber and Lewis
2004; Agren etal. 2007; Potrafke 2013; Portmann and Stadelmann 2017). We directly
contribute to the discussion on the representation of the median voter (see Grofman 2004;
Powell 2000; Powell 2009; Golder and Stramski 2010; Stadelmann et al. 2012; Padovano
2013). In particular, we highlight the relevance of other principals, such as parties and interest

groups which may lead to divergence.’

May (1952) demonstrates that any decision function which “is not based on simple majority decision [...]
will either fail to give a definite result in some situation, favor one individual over another, favor one
alternative over the other, or fail to respond positively to individual preferences.”

Majority decisions through referenda may even lead to higher welfare than decisions based on cost benefit
analyses by a planner (see Osborne and Turner 2010).

Grofman (2004) and Padovano (2013) offer a critical assessment of spatial voting models and discusses
potential alternatives and complements.



Theoretical and empirical contributions also investigated the possibility that politicians
react to stimuli other than the majority’s preferences. Such behavior leads to diverging results
from spatial predictions. Two additional competing principals which aim to influence policies
are special interest groups (see Becker 1983; Denzau and Munger 1986; Snyder 1992;
Stratmann 1995; Houser et al. 2011; Bombardini and Trebbi 2011; Bertrand et al. 2014; Giger
and Kliiver 2016; Stadelmann et al. 2016) and political parties (see Alesina and Rosenthal
1989; Ansolabehere et al. 2001; Carey 2007; Budge et al. 2012), as well as diverse subsets of
the constituents that are potentially represented by parties (see Jung et al. 1994; Levitt 1996;
Golder and Stramski 2010). Moreover, legislators may only partially respond to constituents’
demands because of personal ideological differences or valence (see Levitt 1996; Groseclose
2001; Zakharov 2008).

Regarding special interest groups, a large literature covers lobbying a on a theoretical
level. One of the most important starting points is the modelling framework introduced by
Bernheim and Whinston (1986), which was later adopted and modified by Grossman and
Helpman (1994) to study the consequences of lobbyism. These models have since then become
basis for several studies on lobbyism (e.g. Persson 1998; Grossman and Helpman 1996). A
strand of literature considers the influence of special interest groups to be the process of
communication between a special interest group and a policy maker and hence deals with
models of strategic — either costly or costless — information transmission (see Lohmann 1995;
Austen-Smith and Banks 2002).

Ideology and party preferences may affect legislative decisions by individual members
of Parliament (e.g. Alesina 1988; Grofman et al. 1990; Levitt 1996; Besley and Coate 1997,
Budge and McDonald 2007; Giger et al. 2020). Considering the procedural aspect of elections
puts party votes at the center of attention too. The democratic process allows parties to claim
voter endorsement for all policy positions that they associate with. Indeed, parties tend to claim

support for their position, regardless of which policy space they operate in, and demand party
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discipline from their members (see McCarty et al. 2001). Alignment with party preferences can
also be important for future career perspectives. Parties may affect how politicians represent
their voters and who gets political credit for success or is blamed for failures (see Lijphart

1994; Cox 1997; Persson and Tabellini 2000).

III. THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS

In order to structure the empirical work, in this section we develop a simple model of the
legislative decision faced by an MP.

Assume that MP i takes into account four different sets of preferences when he/she
decides on a piece of legislation [:

e Preferences of his/her constituency.

e Preferences of his/her special interest groups.

e  Preferences of his/her party.

e His/her personal preferences or ideology.
In particular, suppose that the utility of MP i regarding legislative proposal [ is a weighted
average of the squared distances from the bliss points of the four principals, i.e.

U, = _( a(Vy = C)?* + B(Vy — Su)* + ), 0

YVu =P+ (A —a—B—-y)Vy—1Iy)°
where V}; indicates the final vote of MP i on legislative proposal [, and C;;, S;;, Py, and [;; is
the bliss point of the constituents, special interest groups, party and personal ideology,
respectively. Since utility functions are defined up to an affine transformation, there is no loss
of generality in constraining the weights to sum to one. This formulation translates very well
into an empirical specification. In order to interpret , f and y as weights in the utility function,
all of the bliss points must be measured in the same units. In our setting, C;;, S;;, and P;; are all
observable and measured in the same units and with respect to the same legislative proposal.

All preferences are expressed as being either pro or against a specific legislative proposal [,
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ie., Vi, Ciy, Si;, and P;; are all binary variables that adopts the value 1 to indicate in favor of
the proposal and 0 to indicate against the proposal.

Maximizing (1) yields the optimal voting decision of MP i regarding legislative proposal
[, which is a weighted average of C;;, S;;, P;;, and [j;:

Vi =aCy+BSy+yPy+ A —a—-L—-v).

IV. INSTITUTIONAL BACKGROUND, DATA AND EMPIRICAL IDENTIFICATION

Measuring Preferences of Principals

a) Preferences of Constituents

Since 1848 Switzerland has a bicameral Parliament where the Upper House (Council of
States, “Sténderat” in German) is comparable to the United States Senate. Legislative proposals
must be approved by majorities of both Houses. The Upper House has 46 members who are
elected by a majoritarian rule* (two round majority-plurality rule, see Portmann 2014). Since
winter 2006 a camera has been recording the sessions of the Upper House, making it possible
to identify individual voting behavior of its members (see Stadelmann et al. 2014; Stadelmann
et al. 2019 and the appendix therein).

Swiss citizens may challenge Parliamentary decisions in a referendum and Parliamentary
decisions do not directly turn into law. Citizens can advance proposals for constitutional
amendments through initiatives. Minimum signature requirements are low. Decisions in
referenda take place four times per year on a Sunday, unless there are elections on the same
day. Referenda are mandatory for all constitutional changes (see Portmann 2014; Hessami
2016). Both, voters in referenda and politicians in Parliament decide on identically worded

legislative proposals. Thus, decisions of politicians and their constituents are observable and

* In the Canton of Jura and the Canton of Neuchatel the two members of the Upper House are elected under
a proportional system. Omitting them does not affect our results or interpretations. Members of the Lower
House are elected under a proportional system and they are not included in the analysis.
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can be directly compared to each other. We obtain a unique and natural measure of
representation of a constituency’s preferences by matching members of Parliament’s roll call
votes with referendum results from their electoral districts. Either an MP matches the majority
decision of her constituents or she does not, i.e. the constituent preferences for legislative
proposals are observed as a binary variable (see Portmann et al. 2012; Stadelmann et al. 2013;
Carey and Hix 2013; Barcel6 2019). This direct measure of congruence corresponds to a many-
to-one relationship (see Golder and Stramski 2010) as each individual politician is compared
with their constituency. The use of a direct measure of congruence relying on referenda and
roll call votes has been advocated by Hermann and Leuthold (2007) for Switzerland and
suggested by Matsusaka (2010) for the United States.’ Potrafke (2013) contrasts referendum
results with voting behavior of city councils in Germany and Brunner et al. (2013) analyze a
large set of matched referendum decisions and votes of politicians for California. Matsusaka
(2018) highlights the importance of exploring congruence between voters and politicians by
investigating real decisions and confronting them with revealed preferences as we can do in
our setting.

At the time of decision in Parliament, MPs must employ standard means such as surveys
or their personal experience to predict voters’ preferences; as it is usual in other democracies
without referendum decisions. This is the case because referendum decisions take place after
politicians have decided (see Garrett 1999; Stadelmann et al. 2013; Brunner et al. 2013). This
is sensible. Direct democracy serves as a check on politicians and as a means to introduce new
initiatives into Parliament. In Switzerland, referendum decisions are binding. Referendum

decisions present measures of revealed preferences for policies as they permit voters to judge

3 Measures of policy responsiveness have been criticized by Matsusaka (2010) which is why we focus on
congruence. Since we measure preferences and roll call votes are on the same scale (with even the identical
wording), we might also analyze policy responsiveness (see Lax and Phillips 2009) which would, however,
change the focus of the analysis.



legislative proposals and rank them against the status quo (see, among others, Noam 1980;
Schneider etal. 1981; Frey 1994; Bohnet and Frey 1994; Matsusaka 2010). Combining
referendum decisions with decisions of MPs is a natural way of evaluating politicians’ behavior
towards their voters (see Hersch and McDougall 1988; Garrett 1999; Brunner et al. 2013; Giger
and Kliiver 2016; Barceldo 2019; Matsusaka 2017). Brunner et al. (2013) apply the same
concept of measuring preferences with referendum decisions to Californian data and advocate
that results generalize to other states. Our setting obtains external validity as representatives do
not know in advance what their constituency wants but they have to revert to standard means
to predict constituents’ preferences when voting in Parliament (see Garrett 1999; Brunner et al.
2013). We expect inferences based on this measure for constituent preferences to be reliable
and to provide further insights into the workings of democracies and the factors influencing the
political representation within a quasi-experimental setting. The direct observation of
constituent preferences for specific legislative proposals that politicians vote on in Parliament

is the first unique feature of our analytical framework.

b) Preferences of Interest Groups

The second unique feature of our framework is linked to the way of identifying and
measuring preferences of special interest groups. Swiss MPs must disclose all their affiliations
with special interest groups such as executive board seats in companies and foundations,
committee memberships in public institutions, expert and counselling activities as well as other
activities for potential lobbies according to federal law (Art. 11, Parlamentsgesetz). The Swiss
Parliamentary Services is required to collect these information and provide it in an easily and
publicly available register online (see Gava et al. 2017; Péclat and Puddu 2017). Moreover, the
Parliamentary services directly provide information on all special interest groups on the
biographic pages for each active MP. Thus, journalists and voters can easily verify whether

politicians in their constituency have indicated their special interest group affiliations and there
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is no incentive to underreport memberships. In fact, we observe that members of Parliament
also report comparatively unimportant affiliations such as smaller cultural organization (e.g.
Sponsorship of the Opera of Hallwyl Castle) or sports clubs among important organizations
such the Swiss Bankers Association. Thus, we have all personal interest group affiliations of
individual members of Parliament.

Next, we need to identify the preferences of interest groups for specific legislative
proposals that politicians vote on in Parliament. These will also be the same legislative
proposals that constituents decide on in referenda and for which we have constituent
preferences. To achieve this, we leverage our institutional setting again. Numerous special
interest group organizations frequently give public voting recommendations in Switzerland.
Thereby, they reveal their preferences for legislative proposals. Such special interest group
organizations include all major business associations (e.g. Economiesuisse), trade unions (e.g.
Travail.Suisse), farmers associations (Swiss Farmers’ Union), military associations (e.g. Swiss
Officers’ Society), churches (e.g. Swiss Conference of Bishops) etc. (see e.g. Stadelmann et al.
2015, Stadelmann et al. 2018). Organizations that provide these voting recommendations
usually represents umbrella associations for smaller, regional associations, e.g. there are
numerous regional unions which join at the national level together as “Travail.Suisse”.

Thus, we know the preferences of these umbrella organizations of special interest groups
for specific legislative proposals. Evidently, politicians are aware of the preferences of these
organizations prior to voting in Parliament. Constituents may be aware of the positions of
special interest groups because of their efforts in campaigning for specific legislative proposals.
Special interest groups such as companies, employee associations, etc. associate with their
respective umbrella organization. Assuming the umbrella organization adequately represents
its members, we link the official and public voting recommendation of the umbrella
organization to its individual members. Politicians may either affiliate with umbrella

organization directly or with their members. Thus, we know what special interest groups that
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2. Ergebnisse nach
2.1 Wahlberechtigte, Wahlerinnen/

Wahlberechtigte

Wahlerinnen/Wahler

KREISFREIE STADT ohne mit Urnenwahl
Kreis insge- §18.3 insge- h . Brief-
samt GKWO samt onne mit wahl
Nr. Name Wahlschein Wahlschein
Anzahl
01 FLENSBURG 73 266 69 664 3601 1 29 315 25 986 4 3325
02 KIEL 188 971 174 713 14 258 - 88 435 75 810 689 11 936
03 LUBECK 174 677 162 551 12 052 74 72 686 62 267 684 9735
04 NEUMUNSTER 63 631 60413 3218 - 26 637 23705 183 2749
Kreisfreie Stadte zus. 500 545 467 341 33129 75 217 073 187 768 1 560 27 745
51 Dithmarschen 112 809 106 991 5817 1 59 779 54 289 89 5401
53 Herzogtum
Lauenburg 153 276 144 587 8 689 - 80 732 72 550 47 8135
54 Nordfriesland 137 384 130 027 7 357 - 69 576 62 329 426 6 821
55 Ostholstein 171 248 161 213 10 035 - 83 565 74 293 193 9079
56 Pinneberg 241 740 227 061 14 679 - 109 659 96 111 284 13 264
57 Plon 108 361 101 878 6 458 25 62 776 56 751 5 6 020
58 Rendsburg-Eckernforde| 224 556 210 831 13702 23 124 783 112 080 242 12 461
59 Schleswig-Flensburg 162 577 154 615 7 962 - 86 759 79 236 66 7 457
60 Segeberg 213 637 202 137 11 498 2 102 356 91 650 88 10618
61 Steinburg 110 336 104 777 5559 - 54 913 49 863 41 5009
62 Stormarn 187 451 174 202 13 249 - 95 264 83 099 286 11 879
Kreise zusammen 1823375 1718319 105005 51 930 162 832 251 1767 96 144
Schleswig-Holstein 2323920 2185660 138 134 126 1147 235 1020 019 3327 123 889
in Prozent
01 FLENSBURG 100,0 95,1 4,9 0,0 40,0 88,6 0,0 11,3
02 KIEL 100,0 92,5 7,5 - 46,8 85,7 0,8 13,5
03 LUBECK 100,0 93,1 6,9 0,0 41,6 85,7 0,9 13,4
04 NEUMUNSTER 100,0 94,9 51 - 41,9 89,0 0,7 10,3
Kreisfreie Stadte zus. 100,0 93,4 6,6 0,0 43,4 86,5 0,7 12,8
51 Dithmarschen 100,0 94,8 5,2 0,0 53,0 90,8 0,1 9,0
53 Herzogtum
Lauenburg 100,0 94,3 5,7 - 52,7 89,9 0,1 10,1
54 Nordfriesland 100,0 94,6 54 - 50,6 89,6 0,6 9,8
55 Ostholstein 100,0 94,1 5,9 - 48,8 88,9 0,2 10,9
56 Pinneberg 100,0 93,9 6,1 - 454 87,6 0,3 12,1
57 Plo6n 100,0 94,0 6,0 0,0 57,9 90,4 0,0 9,6
58 Rendsburg-Eckernférde 100,0 93,9 6,1 0,0 55,6 89,8 0,2 10,0
59 Schleswig-Flensburg 100,0 95,1 4,9 - 534 91,3 0,1 8,6
60 Segeberg 100,0 94,6 54 0,0 47,9 89,5 0,1 10,4
61 Steinburg 100,0 95,0 5,0 - 49,8 90,8 0,1 9,1
62 Stormarn 100,0 92,9 7.1 - 50,8 87,2 0,3 12,5
Kreise zusammen 100,0 94,2 5,8 0,0 51,0 89,5 0,2 10,3
Schleswig-Holstein 100,0 94,1 59 0,0 49,4 88,9 0,3 10,8
6 Statistisches Amt fiir Hamburg und Schleswig-Holstein "2l Statistischer Bericht



kreisfreien Stadten und Kreisen

Waihler und Stimmen

Stimmen Von den giltigen Stimmen entfallen auf
) Krs.
ungiiltig | giiltig chU SPD FOP | GRUNE | ssw [DIELINKE| Vahler | andere [N
gruppen
Anzahl
303 20012 5953 4621 1333 2107 6 394 2130 6 468 6 |01
1673 86762 24818 27138 7055 14392 1501 9 648 684 1526 |02
1328 71358 18195 20509 5993 8 256 - 8 345 9935 125 |03
699 25938 8909 8798 2 484 2 311 - 3436 - ~ o4
4003 213070 57875 61066 16865 27 066 7895 23559 17087 1657
1771 58008 25161 13290 5636 2 558 - 4058 7 305 - |51
1843 78889 32381 22055 8118 9 650 - 5015 - 1670 |53
1347 68229 27622 14468 3929 4526 6179 2731 8 208 476 |54
2 551 81014 32553 20875 7043 6 879 ~ 4448 8112 1106 |55
2226 107433 41648 29907 11884 13615 - 6 266 4113 - |56
1516 61260 22789 17536 4073 5 479 - 3 854 7 529 - |57
3309 121474 51635 34238 11396 11053 7 004 6 095 - 53 |58
1997 84762 37206 19033 5 407 5904 12721 4333 - 158 |59
2 508 99758 41975 26253 11809 11371 - 7 334 - 1016 |60
1587 53326 23404 13332 4973 5025 - 3271 2903 418 |61
2121 93143 38456 25438 9490 12160 - 5873 1571 155 |62
22866 907296 374830 236425 83758 88220 25904 53276 30831 5 052
26869 1120366 432705 297491 100623 115286 33799 76835 56918 6709
in Prozent
1,0 99,0 20,5 15,9 4.6 7,3 22,0 7,3 22,3 0,0 |01
1.9 98,1 28,6 31,3 8,1 16,6 17 111 0,8 18 |02
18 98,2 25,5 28,7 8,4 116 - 117 13,9 02 |03
2,6 97,4 34,3 33,9 9,6 8,9 - 13,2 - — |os
1,8 98,2 27,2 28,7 7,9 12,7 37 11,1 8,0 0,8
3,0 97,0 43,4 22,9 9,7 44 - 7,0 12,6 - |51
2,3 97,7 41,0 28,0 10,3 12,2 - 6,4 - 21 |53
1,9 98,1 40,5 21,2 5,8 6,6 9,1 4,0 12,2 0,7 |54
3,1 96,9 40,2 25,8 8,7 8,5 - 5,5 10,0 14 |55
2,0 98,0 38,8 27,8 11,1 12,7 - 5,8 3,8 ~ |56
2.4 97,6 37,2 28,6 6,6 8,9 - 6.3 12,3 ~ |57
2,7 97,3 42,5 28,2 9,4 9,1 5,8 5,0 - 00 |58
2,3 97,7 43,9 225 6,4 7,0 15,0 5,1 - 02 |59
2,5 97,5 42,1 26,3 11,8 11,4 - 7.4 - 10 |60
2,9 97,1 43,9 25,0 9,3 9,4 - 6,1 5,4 08 |61
2,2 97,8 41,3 27,3 10,2 13,1 - 6,3 1,7 02 |62
2,5 97,5 41,3 26,1 9,2 9,7 2,9 5,9 4,4 0,6
2,3 97,7 38,6 26,6 9,0 10,3 3,0 6,9 5,1 0,6
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