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ABSTRACT: What does it mean for elected officials to be responsive to citizens? Drawing from 
various strands of political science, we emphasize how government listens to citizens - which we 
call “process responsiveness.” With rare exceptions, existing studies focus on policy 
responsiveness and not on listening, which we argue paints an incomplete picture of 
responsiveness. Drawing on the ANES, novel open-ended questions, and a conjoint design, we 
find that citizens have preferences for both policy and process responsiveness. Moreover, process 
responsiveness can outweigh policy responsiveness, and there is always an additional boost in 
evaluations of elected officials when they demonstrate more process responsiveness. The effects 
of process responsiveness extend across multiple areas - including perceptions of official’s 
responsiveness, feeling thermometer ratings, and willingness to vote for officials in an election. 
Ultimately, we conclude that citizens care deeply about how much officeholders listen to citizens 
and not simply the policies government produces. 
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Public dissatisfaction with democracy seems to have increased across the world. This has 

prompted alarms among academics, pundits, and citizens alike about what motivates this type of 

backsliding and support for more authoritarian practices. Researchers have found that support for 

democracy dropped during the economic crises of the 2000s (Armingeon and Guthmann 2014; 

Foster and Frieden 2017), that there are a growing number of “democrats in name only” 

especially among the young (Wuttke, Gavras, and Schoen 2022), that many are tolerant of 

undemocratic or illiberal encroachments on democracy (Carlin and Singer 2011; Singer 2018), 

and that citizens trade democratic norms and principles for their preferred political outcomes 

even in environments with low levels of polarization (Carey et al. 2020; Graham and Svolik 

2020; Saikkonen and Christensen 2022; Krishnarajan 2022).  

 Why do some citizens turn away from democratic government, and what things do 

citizens want from democratic government that they are not currently getting? What might 

improve support for democracy generally and elected officials within a democracy? One key 

area of focus is how political systems react to the views and attitudes of citizens. Various 

theories about democracy propose that the responsiveness of the government to citizens matters 

deeply in evaluating political systems; how responsive citizens think the government is can be 

equally important (Dahl 1971; Pitkin 1967; Sabl 2015).  

To evaluate how democratic responsiveness influences attitudes towards government, we 

theorize about a version of responsiveness that we call process responsiveness. In contrast to 

policy-focused forms of responsiveness, process responsiveness occurs when elites and 

governments actively listen to their constituents, independent of the policies they ultimately 

enact. Responsiveness to process signals to citizens consideration and representation on the part 
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of elected officials and facilitates further engagement, feelings of being understood, and trust on 

the part of constituents. 

Using two different sources of data, we find that, in addition to their policy-based 

concerns, Americans care deeply about process responsiveness. When describing their 

motivations for contacting elected officials, Americans mention both process and policy 

motivations. We observe the same general pattern when Americans describe the concept of 

responsiveness in their own words. Using a conjoint experiment, we causally test how process 

and policy responsiveness affect attitudes towards and support for candidates. Again, we confirm 

that process responsiveness is a powerful determinant of candidate support on par with policy 

responsiveness. Further, in this same causal context, process responsiveness always increases 

support for elected officials, even when other forms of responsiveness are already present. We 

conclude that the idea of process responsiveness is important to the American citizenry, deserves 

more theoretical and empirical attention by political scientists, and could bolster feelings of 

efficacy if representatives listened more to citizens. 

 

What is Responsiveness? 

Many discussions of representative democracy emphasize the responsiveness of government to 

its citizens. Nearly all theories of democratic governance require that government officials and 

institutions react in some form to the views of constituents (Dahl 1971; Pitkin 1967). 

Comparative survey research supports these theoretical ideas about democracy and indicates that 

citizens on the whole value democratic responsiveness (Bowler 2017; Costa 2021). 

Generally speaking, empirical work in political science has started with this proposition 

and moved quickly to evaluating the specific idea of policy responsiveness as a test of the 
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strength of representative democracy. This form of responsiveness emphasizes how public 

policies do or do not match citizens’ preferences and has been described as “policy congruence,” 

“substantive democracy,” and “fit" (Sabl 2015). Importantly, high levels of policy 

responsiveness can be created in various ways that have different democratic implications. One 

route to higher levels of policy responsiveness is when elected officials care about, know, attend 

to citizens’ concerns, and enact policies that citizens desire. It is also possible, however, to have 

a high level of policy responsiveness through “democracy by coincidence”, where elected 

officials attend to interest groups, businesses, or the wealthy and only produce policy congruence 

because those segments of society happen to frequently agree with the public (Gilens and Page 

2014; Enns 2015; Gilens 2015). 

Work on “democracy by coincidence” concludes that public policy is largely 

unresponsive to average voters’ concerns (Gilens and Page 2014; c.f., Bashir 2015), elected 

officials and their staff have a distorted picture of their constituents’ policy preferences 

(Broockman and Skovron 2018; Hertel-Fernandez, Mildenbeger, and Stokes 2019), large 

changes in mass level policy preferences can be connected to changes in policy (Jacobs 1992; 

Canes-Wrone 2015), and policy responsiveness is greater to advantaged groups (Mendez and 

Grose 2018; Persson 2021).This research points to important issues faced by democratic 

governments and has led to a number of critical discussions about democracies, public policy, 

and good governance.  

At the same time, others are dissatisfied with these approaches for theoretical and 

empirical reasons. As pointed out in critiques of this research (e.g., Sabl 2015), studies of policy 

responsiveness often use the importance of policy responsiveness to democratic theory as a 

motivation for their research. However, this can be an inaccurate representation of how different 
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theories of democracy do or do not value congruence between public policy and public 

preferences. Deliberative approaches, for example, emphasize deliberative experiences and 

interactions between citizens and government rather than specific kinds of policy outcomes 

(Chambers 2003; Neblo, Esterling, and Lazer 2018). Civic republican theories of democracy 

often focus on the common good instead of any kind of mass-level policy congruence (Sabl 

2015; Pettit 1997). Different theories of representation suggest different levels of importance for 

policy responsiveness, especially in comparison to other values and norms (Mansbridge 2003).  

Empirically, a focus on policy responsiveness runs into decades-old discussions about the 

stability and consistency of individuals’ preferences. While some of these concerns go back to 

seminal discussions about ideological and temporal consistency (Converse 1964), others draw 

from framing research to point out the way that attitudes can shift based on simple differences in 

wording and emphasis (Druckman 2001; Chong and Druckman 2007). More recent studies of 

misinformation and public competence raise questions about the normative value of individuals' 

attitudes on policy and the usefulness of policy preferences as a yardstick of government quality 

(such as Kinder and Kalmoe 2017; Flynn, Nyhan, and Reifler 2017).  

Process Responsiveness Considered 

We focus on a different form of responsiveness that has gone undertheorized and undertested, 

which we call process responsiveness.1 We define process responsiveness as the degree to which 

elected officials listen to citizens’ views. This listening occurs in many ways - through 

 
1 We use the term process here because of how it relates to work on procedural justice and 

political voice (see Tyler. Rasinski, and Spodick 1985; McFarlin and Sweeney 1996). We 

discuss this more in the sections that follow. 
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constituent contacts, town hall meetings, public hearings, and more. Focusing on listening shifts 

the focus of responsiveness away from policy congruence as the central outcome towards 

engagement and listening. We argue that, along with its importance to theories about democracy, 

listening from elected officials matters deeply to citizens above and beyond the policies officials 

espouse. While we are not the first to propose expanding the focus of work on general 

responsiveness to include listening (see for example, Esaiasson, Gilljam, and Persson 2017)2, by 

and large, questions of policy congruence continue to dominate empirical studies of 

responsiveness, and minimal theoretical and empirical attention has been given to actual 

listening, or what we call process responsiveness. 

Listening from elected officials is an active acknowledgement of the views and needs of 

the citizenry (Mansbridge 2003; Urbinati and Warren 2008). Listening does not require 

agreement nor does it always imply changes in policy; however, it does suggest that government 

officials and organizations should read, hear, acknowledge, and consider the views of their 

constituents. This action promotes more dialogue and deliberation between citizens and elected 

officials, which has several potential benefits for democratic government and society (Thompson 

2008; Dobson 2014; Neblo, Esterling, and Lazer 2018). It also can be especially important to 

those who view themselves as policy losers, as it can reassure them that they “are not being 

neglected or ignored” and encourages support for democracy among these individuals (Easton 

1965, 433; see also Esaiasson, Gilljam, and Persson 2017). Creating a general sense of being 

 
2 Esaiasson et al. (2017) describe a framework for thinking about responsiveness actions in 

addition to policy responsiveness, but they do not theorize why or how process responsiveness 

could be in and of itself politically consequential for representatives.  
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heard and understood provides a number of psychological and social benefits such as more 

productive forms of conflict resolution, better understanding of outgroups, and stronger sense of 

interpersonal trust (Gordon and Chen 2016; Livingstone, Fernández Rodríguez, and Rothers 

2020; Itzchakov, Reis, and Weinstein 2022).  

Listening can occur in various ways across people, groups, and settings. For example, 

high levels of listening to one part of a constituency do not automatically imply high levels to 

another. Various experiments suggest that elected officials are more responsive to those who 

share their political views and come from their same racial and ethnic background (Butler and 

Broockman 2011; Costa 2017; Butler and Dynes 2016). An elected official may display more 

listening or process responsiveness at one point (say during a re-election campaign) than another 

(such as during a lame duck session). Process responsiveness, then, is a feature of democratic 

governments that can be more permanent, fleeting, or conditional.  

In our focus on process responsiveness, we build on various areas of study that have 

touched on the ideas discussed above in various ways. Work on stealth democracy, for example, 

reaches the conclusion that citizens prefer more empathy and less selfishness from elected 

officials instead of accountability to the public’s policy preferences. One set of authors go so far 

as to state that “people are quite concerned with how government works, not just with what it 

produces” (Hibbing and Theiss-Morse 2002, 6). Work on deliberative and representative 

democracy, often at odds with the stealth democracy approach, also has links to process 

responsiveness. Some researchers in this area use a series of experiments where constituents are 

invited to deliberative sessions with their members of Congress where they have real-time 

conversations with actual elected officials (Neblo, Esterling, and Lazer 2018). While these 

conversations often focus on policy debates and elected officials’ policy priorities, the goal of 
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these studies was on process considerations (like improving communications between elected 

officials and the public) rather than aligning citizen and official policy priorities.  

Theorizing about representation generally also connects to our notion of process 

responsiveness. Harden (2013), for example, provides a rich theory of how representatives 

engage in responsiveness across multiple dimensions, including policy, service, allocation and 

description. The closest that this multidimensional theory of representation gets to process 

responsiveness is service, which Harden defines as “assisting constituents who need help with 

government agencies” (2013, 157). While this approach does not capture the concept of listening 

and is grounded in policy concerns, it explicitly acknowledges multiple versions of 

responsiveness, which is central to our discussion of process responsiveness and listening. 

Studies of procedural justice in the legal and judicial system also motivate our work and 

have connections to process responsiveness (Lind and Tyler 1988; Tyler 2003; 2006). These 

studies find that people’s support for and compliance with legal and political authorities is 

shaped by their perceptions of the fairness of the process through which decisions are made, not 

just of the specific outcomes resulting from those decisions. Some of this work goes so far as to 

state that citizens value the “opportunity to present their views before policy decisions are made” 

and that having the opportunity to voice their views increased citizens’ perceptions of fairness, 

improved evaluations of political figures, and diffuse support for political institutions broadly 

(Lind and Tyler 1988, 170). This perspective connects closely with our own, and supports our 

examination of the effects of process responsiveness on evaluations of officials and government. 
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The point of departure in our approach is our emphasis on if elected officials listen, not just if 

members of the public are allowed to express their views.3  

Building on these existing perspectives, we suggest that process and policy 

responsiveness can function independently, and therefore ought to be thought of as distinct types 

of responsiveness. A process can yield a policy citizens want without directly considering their 

views and a process can result in a policy citizens do not want while still acknowledging and 

hearing their perspectives. Consider the following hypothetical examples to illustrate this point:  

Low on both forms: A city councilor supports a proposed policy that runs against the 

majority opinion of his constituents and does not attempt to engage with or listen to 

citizens’ views on that topic. This behavior would be low in both policy (alignment with 

constituents) and process responsiveness (listening). 

Low process, high policy: A member of a national legislature chooses to vote for a policy 

that is popular with her district without considering the views of her constituents or 

reviewing polling data from her supporters. Under these circumstances, this official 

would be rated high on policy responsiveness and low on process responsiveness. 

Low policy, high process: A governor holds a number of town hall meetings on a piece of 

pending legislation, carefully reviews constituency messages on that topic (emails, calls, 

letters, etc.), and engages with ordinary citizens in a variety of ways about their views on 

that legislation. Despite this, she decides to act and vote in a way that runs counter to 

 
3 The pre-eminent focus by procedural justice is not on the political sphere, although some do 

discuss how their findings apply to governments and political institutions (see Lind and Tyler 

1988; Tyler, Rasinski, and Spodick 1985) 
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most of the views expressed to her. In this case, the official would be low in policy 

responsiveness and high in process responsiveness. 

High on both forms: Prior to voting on a bill, a state legislator gauges the views of her 

district through a series of polls, focus groups, and listening sessions. In the end, she 

decides to support the bill because most of her constituents support it. This official could 

be categorized as high on both policy and process responsiveness. 

In many ways, process responsiveness to individual citizens is a more achievable and 

realistic expectation than policy responsiveness. Constructing public policy involves a series of 

collective action problems and coordination across groups (Lowande, Ritchie, and Lauterbach 

2019; Shepherd and You 2020). As a result, policy outcomes are always at least somewhat 

incongruent with what specific citizens want. In contrast, elected officials and larger offices have 

the capacity to listen to and engage with constituents and listening to one individual does not 

necessarily require neglecting other constituents with competing views. 

We do not propose that process responsiveness is the only kind of responsiveness that 

matters. Indeed, we do not even claim that process responsiveness matters more than policy 

responsiveness - other research would directly undermine this claim (Allen and Birch 2015; 

Esaiasson, Gilljam, and Persson 2017). Instead, our contention is that process responsiveness is a 

theoretically and empirically neglected component of responsiveness that can yield different and 

important insights about democratic government. Further, it has different connections to various 

theories about democracy that allow it to be useful in places where policy responsiveness is not. 

Its status as a more achievable type of responsiveness is also suggestive of how it can more 

easily be implemented by policymakers, at low costs but still improving officials’ responsiveness 

to and representation of constituents. 
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Expectations 

As our most basic expectation, we expect that members of the public will value both process and 

policy responsiveness (H1). Existing work on procedural fairness supports this claim, suggesting 

that many care deeply not just about what decisions are reached but how those decisions are 

made and if their views are acknowledged in the decision-making process (Hibbing and Theiss-

Morse 2002; Ulbig 2002; Grimes 2006; Linde 2012). Confirmation of this expectation would 

affirm that process responsiveness has been valued among the public, and ought to be accounted 

for in the study of responsiveness.  

H1 does not imply that perceptions of process and policy responsiveness are completely 

independent of one another. One’s perceptions of how responsive the political process is can 

prompt more agreement with public policy. If citizens feel more listened to, they might also feel 

more represented in policy implementation. On the other hand, agreeing with the policies 

governments produce can, through motivated reasoning and as a post hoc justification, lead to 

higher feelings of process responsiveness. If representatives are successful in implementing 

various policies, this could lead constituents to feel that elected officials are listening more. 

Other work has found support for this idea, suggesting that policy losers (those low in policy 

congruence) face higher barriers to concluding that officials in government are listening 

(Esaiasson, Gilljam, and Persson 2017).  

Applied to more specific political and democratic outcomes, we expect that process and 

policy-focused behaviors by elected officials will influence citizens’ perceptions of how 

responsive those elites are. The third column of Table 1 summarizes our predictions for different 

combinations of process and policy responsiveness on perceptions of responsiveness. In these 

predictions, we expect both process and policy responsiveness to promote higher perceptions of 
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responsiveness by themselves. In comparing the rows of Table 1, we also do not necessarily 

expect an even set of gaps between these different circumstances (i.e., we do not expect that the 

distance in perceptions of responsiveness will be even from H2a to H2b to H2c). Based on 

existing work on responsiveness and democratic values generally (Esaiasson, Gilljam, and 

Persson 2017; Graham and Svolik 2020), we expect policy responsiveness on its own to be more 

impactful than process responsiveness.  

     Table 1: Predictions about perceptions of responsiveness  

Policy 
responsiveness  

Process 
responsiveness  

Perceptions of 
responsiveness 

General 
feelings 

Electoral support 

High High Highest (H2a) Most positive 
(H3a) 

Highest (H4a) 

High Low 2nd highest (H2b) 2nd most 
positive (H3b) 

2nd highest (H4b) 

Low High 3rd highest (H2c) 3rd most positive 
(H3c) 

3rd highest (H4c) 

Low Low Lowest (H2d) Least positive 
(H3d) 

Lowest (H4d) 

 

 Looking beyond perceptions of responsiveness, we also expect process and policy 

behaviors to influence general evaluations of politicians and the electoral support that they 

receive from citizens. Process and policy considerations influence how people feel included and 

represented by elected officials - from this, we assume that, all else equal, citizens prefer officials 

who include and represent them over those who do not. This proposition is supported by existing 

studies of what people want from representatives, which finds that people prefer representatives 

that share their policy views, respond to more constituents’ messages, and reply faster when 

contacted by citizens (Costa 2021a; Costa 2021b). This leads to our expectations for feelings 

towards and electoral support for political figures that parallels our predictions on perceptions of 
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responsiveness. These are summarized in the fourth and fifth columns of Table 1. To summarize, 

responsiveness is closely aligned to feelings about elected officials and how much citizens 

support them.  

In considering reactions to process and policy responsiveness, one element we have not 

considered deals with responsiveness as either a pattern of behavior or specific event. A 

politician, government, or organization can be responsive at a particular moment, as a general 

tendency, or both - existing studies of responsiveness have not applied this dimension to 

discussions or tests of responsiveness. We discuss this distinction as a difference between 

general (chronic, repeated, over time) and specific (episodic, one-shot) responsiveness. As we 

therefore lack strong theoretical expectations about how citizens would prefer one over the other 

or different versions of process and policy responsiveness (comparing general process 

responsiveness to specific policy responsiveness, for example), we consider this element of 

responsiveness in a more exploratory way and as a more general research question, formalized in 

this statement: do reactions to responsiveness vary based on their nature as general or specific? 

(RQ1) 

What Responsiveness Means to Citizens (Study 1) 

As a first way of testing our expectations and approaching H1, we draw on open-ended data from 

members of the American public about responsiveness. Specifically, we code open-ended 

statements from the public for mentions of both process and policy responsiveness and, in a more 

descriptive way, compare the frequency of both themes. We use these data to evaluate how the 

American public values both process and policy responsiveness generally. 

We consider two sources of data when focusing on H1 in this way. The first comes from 

the 2016 and 2020 waves of the American National Election Study (ANES). The ANES asks a 
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series of questions about politics and political participation of a representative sample of the 

United States every presidential election. In 2016 and 2020, the ANES asked their respondents if 

they contacted elected officials of various kinds. Importantly for our purposes, the surveys in 

2016 and 2020 asked respondents who contacted these officials to indicate in an open-ended 

format why they had done so.4 The questions themselves specifically asked respondents 

“Thinking about your most recent contact, what were the issues or problems that led you to 

initiate this contact?” The same question was used for all of the different officials asked 

respondents about. 

We use these ANES open-ended texts to evaluate how often respondents mentioned 

process and policy-focused rationales for contacting elected officials.5 We first collapsed across 

all of the different kinds of officials respondents contacted. To analyze citizens’ responses, our 

research team then developed a dictionary of terms linked to our theoretical definitions of 

process and policy responsiveness. We next used this dictionary to code the open-ended 

responses to determine how much each kind of responsiveness appeared to motivate these 

citizens (see the Online Appendix for more details). 

The data from the ANES have the advantage of coming from a high quality, 

representative and probability sample of the public, which is a crucial component to the theory of 

process responsiveness. The ANES data help to validate the fact that it exists over the general 

 
4 This question was not asked in prior ANES surveys. 

5 Our sample size in the analysis of these questions is 954 in 2016 and 2182 in 2020. This is 

smaller than the overall sample size for the ANES as only those who contacted public officials 

answered these open-ended questions. 
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American public. In addition, the data cover multiple points in time. On the other hand, the open-

ended questions that we use only provide information on why people contacted officials and 

nothing about people who did not reach out to these government officers. It may be (and seems 

likely) that attitudes about responsiveness are linked to contacting elected officials; if this is the 

case, the ANES will give only a partial picture of how citizens think about responsiveness.  

To respond to this limitation, we conducted an original survey through two different 

online panels of respondents in the summer of 2022 (Lucid and CloudResearch, Ns of 1,496 and 

1,447 respectively). We rely on the two online panels to ensure that our conclusions are not 

depending on one particular sample - the Lucid respondents, for example, are selected in a way 

that creates a more demographically diverse sample than CloudResearch, and there are likely 

other differences in how both panels select respondents. The Online Appendix contains a 

comparison of the ANES and both online samples across a number of political and demographic 

variables. 

Upon beginning the study, the experience on both platforms was the same. Along with 

various other measures, some of which form the basis for Study 2, we asked all of the 

respondents the following question, “In your own words, what does it mean for a public official 

to be responsive to the public?” Respondents then provided their own definitions of 

responsiveness, which we coded using the same dictionary of terms from our analysis of the 

ANES data.6 This second source of data, while from non-probability samples, provides an 

 
6 We added the terms “act” to the policy dictionary and “answer” to the process dictionary to our 

list from the ANES after reviewing the statements from the CloudResearch and Lucid samples. 
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important comparison point to the ANES data as it gives a more general view about 

responsiveness not restricted to motivations for contacting elected officials.  

Study 1 Results 

Figure 1 shows the relative proportion of process and policy statements in these explanations for 

citizens’ outreach to elected officials from the ANES. These results indicate that people mention 

both kinds of responsiveness in explaining their outreach to public officials, but provide more 

policy-based than process-oriented reasons. Despite this, in both years there is evidence that 

respondents care about both types of responsiveness. With respect to H1, these data indicate that 

citizens are motivated to reach out to officials by both types of responsiveness but seem to focus 

more on policy than process. The explanation for the difference in the mention of both process 

and policy responsiveness in 2020 could be that the 2020 election environment had less of a 

focus on both concepts. However, because respondents differ and these open-ended items only 

come from citizens who reached out to elected officials, there are a number of other alternative 

explanations that we cannot rule out with these data. To consider these questions about samples 

and context further, we turn to our online surveys. 

  

 
The patterns and conclusions below are the same with the exact list from the ANES or with these 

additional terms. 
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Figure 1: ANES sample 

 

Figure 2 shows the proportions of process and policy references in the open-ended 

discussions of responsiveness from the online sample of respondents (broken out for the Lucid 

and CloudResearch samples). Recall that the prompt was this type asked of all respondents and 

asked for more straightforward definitions of responsiveness. As in Figure 1 with the ANES 

data, we again observe that individuals think of both process and policy-related ideas when they 

think about responsiveness. Overall, we see more mentions of both types of themes than in the 

ANES data, perhaps because the question directly asked about responsiveness. Interestingly, we 

also observe more mentions of process than policy, in contrast to the patterns in Figure 1. We 

observe the same pattern for respondents from CloudResearch and Lucid, although we see higher 

levels of both forms of responsiveness from the CloudResearch sample.  

One possible explanation for the difference in figures 1 and 2 is that we are comparing 

different kinds of individuals in each sample. However, when we consider only the respondents 
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in the online samples that stated they contacted elected officials in the last year (to make the 

group more analogous to the ANES sample in Figure 1) we continue to see the same pattern as in 

figure 2, with more mentions of process than policy responsiveness (see the Online Appendix for 

these comparisons). This suggests that the differences between figures 1 and 2 are not a product 

of the differences between those who do and do not contact elected officials. 

Figure 2: Online sample 

 

Study 1 Discussion 

Study 1 indicates that citizens care about both forms of responsiveness and that both can 

motivate people to reach out to elected officials. In the ANES data, policy outnumbers process 

concerns (as our more detailed extensions of H1 suggest), but different political situations may 

influence the gap between both kinds of concerns. When thinking about responsiveness more 

broadly in our online samples, people seem more focused on process than policy. 
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Given our source of data and analytic approach, our results here are descriptive in nature 

(rather than causal). This gives some evidence with respect to H1 and informs our focus on 

process responsiveness. However, it does not determine why these patterns exist or how much 

citizens react to different forms of responsiveness. Given some of the differences between the 

ANES and online samples, these results also do not determine when citizens value different 

kinds of responsiveness more or less. For those points, we turn to Study 2. 

The Causal Impact of Process and Policy Responsiveness (Study 2) 

We causally test the other parts of our theory of process responsiveness (as shown in Table 1 and 

RQ1) through the use of conjoint experiments.7 Ultimately, the design we implement gives us the 

ability to evaluate the effect of process responsiveness relative to policy responsiveness. With 

these experiments, we show that process responsiveness matters deeply to the idea of 

representation and can motivate support for elected officials.  

In general, conjoint experiments present respondents with a set of descriptions (or 

profiles) that have randomly assigned characteristics (or attributes). Respondents then evaluate 

each profile on one or more dependent variables. In our case, this method allows us to assess the 

importance of different forms of responsiveness relative to a host of other characteristics and 

traits of elected officials. This multidimensional approach also gives us the ability to test 

responsiveness conditional on other corresponding factors, such as descriptive representation or 

 
7 We have roughly 1400 respondents within both samples, and have them evaluate 6 scenarios, 

which totals 8400 responses per platform.  
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partisan symmetry (for a discussion of this method, see Hainmueller and Hopkins 2014; 

Hainmueller, Hangartner, and Yamamoto 2015; Jenke et al. 2019).8  

 We conducted our conjoint experiment with the Lucid and CloudResearch samples 

discussed in Study 1. Prior to the conjoint items, respondents completed a number of 

demographic and political questions; embedded within these questions was the open-ended item 

used in Study 1. After these questions, respondents then evaluated the conjoint profiles, or, in 

this case, descriptions of elected officials. They were first shown an example profile to orient 

them to the task and then shown the actual profiles. Table 2 describes and lists all of the features, 

or attributes, that were randomized in these profiles. 

To test for process and policy responsiveness, we constructed attributes for low and high 

levels for each type; i.e., low and high process/policy responsiveness. To acknowledge the ideas 

discussed with RQ1 about general and specific levels of responsiveness, we expand the conjoint 

attributes further by creating a specific and general category for each. For specific 

responsiveness, we first ask respondents before the conjoint tasks to rank their most important 

issues, and then we pipe in their top choice to both the specific process and policy responsive 

attributes. For example, if a respondent placed immigration as their top issue, then the process 

attribute would state: “How often they listen to ordinary people on topics you care about, such as 

immigration.” We do this to acknowledge that an elected official can be generally responsive as 

 
8 Some warn about inferential mistakes when using conjoints (Abramson, Kocak, and 

Magazinnik 2022). This discussion is ongoing in political science (see Bansak et al. 2022), and 

we avoid many of these problems by focusing on the effects of our treatment on the subjects in 

our sample compared to the other included attributes.  
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a whole while being unresponsive at any particular moment or on one specific issue and also to 

differentiate between the reference points of responsiveness.  

The remaining attributes in the profiles were items frequently connected to discussions of 

responsiveness among academics or the public. These included the number of years the official 

has been in office, their gender, race, political party, net worth, if the official is up for reelection, 

how long they have lived in the area they represent, what office they hold, and the number of 

campaign fundraisers they held. We included these other attributes as important comparison 

points to different forms of responsiveness in evaluations of political figures. Attribute order was 

fully randomized for the example profile and then fixed in that order for subsequent profiles for 

each respondent. Table 2 provides all of the attributes and their possible levels; Figure 3 shows 

an example of a conjoint profile. 

The main outcome variables we evaluate are linked to our predictions in Table 1. All of 

these variables were asked about each profile. These outcomes are perceptions of the 

responsiveness of the official, a general impression of the official measured by a feeling 

thermometer, and how likely the respondent would be to vote for the official in an election (see 

the Online Appendix for the full question wording).  

 Respondents evaluated six profiles in this study, well within the data quality limits 

discussed by methodological studies of conjoints (Bansak et al. 2018) They then answered a set 

of questions about their general attitudes about democracy and political efficacy. At this point, 

their participation was complete, and the study concluded.  

Study 2 Results 

We evaluate the relative impact of each of the attributes in this conjoint design, using marginal 

means for each of the outcome measures. Marginal means have a direct interpretation as a mean 



 

22 

level of the dependent variable for an attribute, averaged over all other attributes. Further, 

estimating marginal means can also incorporate clustered standard errors by respondent, which is 

important given that each respondent evaluated six profiles. This estimate also avoids issues 

involving different preferences for different attribute levels for subgroups in the samples, 

allowing us to more accurately compare the responses of different groups to the attributes 

(Leeper, Hobolt, and Tilley 2020).  

In the analyses that follow, we code the responsiveness attributes to indicate the 

combination of responsiveness shown in the profile; that is, the level of both process and policy 

responsiveness. Given our design, this includes low on both forms of responsiveness, low on 

process and high on policy, high on process and low on policy, and high on both. This allows us 

to make the direct comparisons suggested by our predictions in Table 1. As we included both 

general and specific forms of responsiveness, we also have this combined responsiveness 

variable for both general and specific kinds of responsiveness in the analyses below. We also 

code party, race, and gender in relation to the respondents’ own characteristics (as outgroup and 

ingroup) given the role these variables play in representation and political evaluations. 

We start our analysis by investigating the effects of differing process and policy attributes 

on citizens’ perceptions of responsiveness. This outcome variable specifically asks respondents 

“How responsive is this official to ordinary citizens?” It provides insight on the evaluation of 

elected officials most directly connected to our responsiveness treatments. 

We present the results of this dependent variable in Figure 4. As a preliminary point, we 

consider if the effect of the attributes varies across the two online panels; we formally estimate 

this interaction with a nested F test for interaction effects between the sample and our attribute 

levels. The results of this test suggest that there are differences by samples, and an evaluation of 
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the results in Figure 4 indicates that the differences in the samples tends to be one of magnitude 

or degree rather than direction.  

Table 2: Conjoint Attributes and levels 

Attribute Label shown to respondents Attribute levels 

Specific policy 
responsiveness 

On policies and programs you care 
about, such as on [filled in based on 
earlier responses], they usually vote 

Against those policies / Vote 
For those policies 

General policy 
responsiveness 

How often proposals they vote for 
become law Rarely / Almost always 

Specific process 
responsiveness 

How often do they listen to ordinary 
people on topics you care about, such as 

on [filled in based on earlier 
responses]? 

Rarely / Almost always 

General process 
responsiveness 

How frequently they personally answer 
letters, emails, and calls from ordinary 

people 
Rarely / Almost always 

Party Their political Party Democrat / Republican / 
Independent 

Gender Their gender Male / Female / Nonbinary 

Race Their race 
White American, Hispanic 

American, Black American, 
Asian American 

Office/Institution Office Member of U.S. Congress / State 
Legislator / City Councilor 

Up for/running in an 
election Up for re-election next election Yes / No 

Number of years in office Number of years in office 1 / 5 / 10 / 20 

Number of campaign 
fundraisers they held last 

year 

Number of campaign fundraisers they 
held last year 1 / 4 / 9 / 19 

Net worth Net worth $75,000 / $150,000 / $300,000 / 
$4,000,000 / $50,000,000 

How long they lived in 
area they represent 

How long they have lived in the area 
they represent 

6 months / 1 year / 5 years / 10 
years / more than 20 years 
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Figure 3 

 

 As an initial point, the results of the conjoint experiment indicate additional support for 

H1 above and beyond the results from Study 1. Both process and policy versions of 

responsiveness influence respondents’ perceptions of the elected official, as H1 would expect. 

This is true if we consider evaluations of responsiveness, feeling thermometer ratings of the 

officials, or electoral support. In all cases, both forms of responsiveness impact people’s 

reactions to the elected officials. 

As shown in Figure 4, we find that dually low or high levels of both responsiveness types 

lead to the expected perceptions of responsiveness in the official as described in Table 1. 

Citizens view officials who are low on policy and process responsiveness as the least responsive 

(confirming H2d) and officials who are high in both types as the most responsive (confirming 

H2a). Within the combination of high and low responsiveness types we find consistent results 

across the two samples which reveal unexpected priorities among citizens: respondents react 
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more to process responsiveness than policy responsiveness (which runs counter to H2b and H2c). 

We observe these patterns for both general and specific forms of responsiveness. 

We next turn towards general impressions of elected officials, relying on the feeling 

thermometer item for each profile. In Figure 5, we provide results across both of the samples - 

nested F tests focusing on interaction effects between the sample and our attribute levels again 

suggest the need to consider the attributes’ effects separately for each sample.  

For both of the combinations of high and low levels of responsiveness, we again confirm 

our hypotheses (H2a, H2d). Interestingly, we find different effects among the high/low 

combination expectations. CloudResearch respondents prioritize policy responsiveness slightly 

more in their feelings towards candidates, while the opposite is true for Lucid respondents. 

Interestingly this sequence of effects occurs on the specific versions of responsiveness; the two 

samples are more consistent in their reaction to general levels of responsiveness. In both cases, 

however, we see support for H2a and H2d and the general idea that policy or process 

responsiveness on their own can increase positive evaluations of political figures. 
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Figure 4 
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Figure 5 
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As a final test of the potency of the types of responsiveness, we assess how these 

attributes affect the likelihood of voting for officials (Figure 6). Our findings mirror the previous 

outcomes, with only slight differences. First, we detect very similar effects across both samples. 

Second, for general and specific forms of responsiveness, we confirm our high and low 

expectations (H2a, H2d). Citizens are more likely to vote for representatives when they listen to 

constituents and successfully implement policy constituents want. If they do not do either of 

these things, citizens are significantly less likely to vote for the official. Regarding process 

versus policy responsiveness, within the general condition we again confirm the importance of 

listening. High process responsiveness leads to a greater likelihood of citizens voting for the 

official.  

For the specific responsiveness attribute, we find heterogeneity along the two samples 

that we test. CloudResearch respondents valued policy responsiveness significantly more than 

Lucid respondents. Despite the differences across samples for the different combinations of 

responsiveness attributes, we again observe that either type of specific responsiveness prompts 

more electoral support. 

Study 2 Discussion 

Across both samples we find consistent, strong effects of responsiveness. First, across the board, 

responsiveness is the most determinative attribute for impressions of and support for the 

candidate profiles in our sample. Importantly, we find these effects of responsiveness relative to 

a variety of factors that have been shown to be or commonly thought to be consequential in the 

evaluation of public officials; most notably demographic characteristics that cohere with 

descriptive representation (race and gender) and partisan alignment. We also find that  
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Figure 6
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responsiveness matters much more than the level of office (local, state, federal), length of 

incumbency, fundraising activities, and more.  

As a second major point from this study, we find that process and policy responsiveness 

are both key dimensions to candidate evaluation. When both occur together, they generate much 

higher levels of support and positive affect towards public officials. Across both samples, when 

one form of responsiveness is low, respondents feel less positive about the candidate relative to 

when both process and policy responsiveness are high.  

From these data, we conclude that listening, in the form of process responsiveness, is an 

important type of representation to the American public. Candidates who signal to voters that 

they hear their needs and that they actively listen will win a great deal of favor. Up to this point, 

listening has been neglected in favor of policy responsiveness, and without its inclusion into 

ideas of representation, scholars will miss a vital component of what citizens value and 

ultimately how they want to be represented. Listening and policy matter to citizens.  

General discussion and conclusion 

Overall, we show that listening by elites is crucial to how Americans think about politics. In the 

ANES and our novel surveys, members of the public care about both process and policy 

responsiveness, bringing up both when discussing what responsiveness is and why they contact 

elected officials. In short, the public values when elites listen to them. We go further to isolate 

the importance of this valuation of listening and determine how much it matters to the selection 

of political candidates with our conjoint designs. We ultimately confirm that listening can bolster 

the profile of a candidate in and of itself. And when strong listening behavior is combined with 

strong policy advocacy, we see potent shifts in perceptions of officials and willingness to vote 

for these officeholders. Importantly, the effects of this type of responsiveness dwarf the 
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consequences of other characteristics important to representation, including race, gender, and 

partisanship – indicating that this form of substantive representation may trump descriptive 

representation in certain scenarios. 

 There are a number of limitations to this work and important avenues for future research. 

In our data, we have intentionally chosen to consider the attitudes and reactions people have 

about responsiveness that they directly report. If there are considerations or attitudes that are 

difficult for individuals to state or that operate at the implicit or unconscious level, these fall 

outside of the scope of what we consider here. Given the work that has validated the results from 

conjoint experiments with other methods (Hainmueller, Hangartner, and Yamamoto 2015; Jenke 

et al. 2019), we remain confident of the importance of these expressed preferences. More indirect 

measures of citizens’ views on responsiveness is a worthwhile place for further research. 

 As already noted, one of our main findings is that process and policy responsiveness 

matter more than many other attributes of elected officials. In the context of a conjoint 

experiment, however, this is only true in comparison to the attributes we included in this study 

(e.g., Abramson, Kocak, and Magazinnik 2022). This means that we can compare responsiveness 

considerations to partisanship, race, gender, political office, time in office, fundraising activities, 

networth, and time residing in the district. We chose these points of comparison due to their 

connection to impressions of candidates and responsiveness; however, there may be other 

characteristics that individuals value that are not on this list. Future studies with different 

attributes can validate the pattern of findings that we observe here.  

 We have intentionally focused this paper on impressions and expectations of individual 

elected and government officials. However, experiencing different kinds of responsiveness may 

influence larger evaluations of political institutions and democracy more broadly. We would 
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expect to find similar patterns on those variables, but we did not ask those kinds of questions 

after our conjoint profiles. At present, then, we speak to how responsiveness influences attitudes 

about elected officials, and more work should be done linking these same factors to broader 

institution and system-level support. 

 At a bare minimum, this work suggests that those theorizing and working in the areas of 

responsiveness and representation should consider process and policy more explicitly. It 

confirms many of the concerns voiced by some political scientists about the one-sidedness of 

empirical research on policy responsiveness (Sabl 2015). It brings together insights from various 

parts of political science to motivate the inclusion of process alongside policy responsiveness. It 

also may help to explain why some people choose to write letters, email, and call elected 

officials even when those individual actions likely have little effect on public policy - these 

forms of engagement may be motivated by a desire to be heard rather than an exclusive desire to 

shape legislation and policy.  

In a time of polarization and partisanship in the United States, this research also points to 

ways that candidates can shore up support and garner admiration even from outpartisans. These 

findings suggest that elected officials can shore up their support by listening, even if they do not 

change their other political and strategic behavior. This has, at once, both normatively positive 

and complicated implications. On the one hand, those interested in shoring up support for 

democracy may be able to accomplish that objective with more process responsiveness and 

without other dramatic changes to their policy goals or larger political institutions. This seems a 

far more achievable goal than dramatically restructuring the way the government works or the 

policies it delivers. On the other hand, political elites interested in bolstering their support while 

acting in bad faith or undermining democratic systems can do so by giving the appearance of 
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listening and without changing their more problematic behavior. As such, we suggest more work 

should be done to consider how citizens evaluate responsiveness in light of other kinds of 

behavior, such as violation of democratic norms, self-serving behavior, or addressing/reinforcing 

political and social inequities. 

These conclusions also have direct bearing for how members of the public react to and 

evaluate “democracy by coincidence” (Gilens and Page 2014; Enns 2015; Gilens 2015). As 

noted earlier, this idea states that citizens may get the policy outcomes they want by accident and 

because elites happen to agree with the public on key political issues. While such a political 

system can display high levels of policy responsiveness, it has only minimal levels of process 

responsiveness. Our research here shows that citizens react tepidly to this kind of political 

system and prefer elected officials that listen to and acknowledge the views of citizens. Our work 

calls for a substantive and expanded focus on representative democracy, with the simple 

additional emphasis on listening. In addition, this research suggests that support for and 

positivity towards elected officials would be higher if those individuals listened more to their 

constituents - crucially, this boost seems likely to occur even if those officials do not change how 

or what they advocate for in terms of policy. 
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Sample comparisons for the ANES and online samples: 
The following table compares the ANES and two online samples used in the paper. The 

percentages from the table represent unweighted estimates. 

Table A.1: Sample comparisons 

Demographics 2016 ANES 2020 ANES CloudResearch Lucid 

Female 52.25% 53.74% 56.08% 52.22% 

Average Age 35-44 years old 45-54 years old 35-44 years old 35-44 years old 

White 71.1% 72.02% 77.5% 75.19% 

Black 9.3% 8.77% 8.69% 11.78% 

Democrat 45.41% 46.32% 53.23% 43.12% 

Republican 40.49% 41.56% 30.43% 34.1% 

Percent with 
Bachelor’s Degree 

22.37% 24.82% 41.33% 22.37% 

Conservative 32.25% 33.1% 30.71% 31.13% 

Liberal 24.17% 30.16% 49.75% 32.25% 

Additional results from Study 1: 
This figure estimates the mentions of process and policy responsiveness only for those who 

contacted elected officials in the last year and also broken out by the kind of elected official. 

These analyses support the conclusions in the main text. 
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The coding dictionary we used for the ANES and additional open-ended responses consisted of 

the following: 

Process responsiveness: share, sharing, agree, concern, value, input, hear, understand, thank, 

listen, acknowledg, voice, display, recognize, matter, care, regard, see, know, accept, explain, 

realize, notice, consider, admit, express, answer. 

 

Policy responsiveness: unfortunately, fortunately, immigration, taxes, health care, social 

security, policy, attitude, belief, view, position, economy, rich, poor, coronavirus, covid, 

inflation, trade, wage, foreign, deficit, climate, energy, natural disaster, gay, lesbian, lgbtq, 

homosexual, school, shooting, medicare, jobs, medicaid, social programs, welfare, terrorism, 
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security, defense, military, china, children, kids, infrastructure, road, bridge, water, utilities, 

afghanistan, war, police, policing, law enforcement, black lives matter, blm, blue lives matter, 

election, voting, vote, international, guns, gun control, drugs, crime, abortion, reproductive 

rights, women's rights, foreign policy, russia, education, environment, pollution, climate change, 

global warming, poverty, poor, homeless, housing, violence, racism, race, border, refugee, 

migrant, oil, fuel, debt, minimum wage, wage, unemployment, economic, act. 

Additional details from Study 2: 
The dependent variables we use in the discussion of Study 3 were asked (of both the 

CloudResearch and Lucid samples) in the following ways. The order of the questions in the 

survey was first the responsiveness item, followed by the feeling thermometer and then the vote 

support question. 

Responsiveness: 

How responsive is this official to ordinary citizens? 
● Not at all responsive 
● A little responsive 
● Somewhat responsive 
● Responsive 
● Very responsive 

 
Feeling Thermometer rating: 

Please rate this official using something we call the feeling thermometer. Ratings between 50 
degrees and 100 degrees mean that you feel favorable and warm toward the person. Ratings 
between 0 degrees and 50 degrees mean that you don’t feel favorable toward the person and that 
you don’t care too much for that person. You would rate the person at the 50 degree mark if you 
don’t feel particularly warm or cold toward the person. 
Vote support: 

How likely would you be to vote for this person in an election? 
● Not at all likely 
● A little likely 
● Somewhat likely 
● Likely 
● Very likely 


