
 

1 
 

Politicians as Party Hacks: Party Loyalty and Public Distrust in Politicians 

 

 

 

 

Troels Bøggild1 

Department of Political Science 

Aarhus University 

Bartholins Allé 7, 8000 Aarhus C, Denmark 

 

 

 

 

 

Abstract: Why is trust in politicians low across several countries, and why are politicians not 

adapting their behavior to citizens’ preferences? This article provides new insights, pointing 

to a mismatch between the style of representation facilitated by modern democracies and the 

representation wanted by a majority of citizens. Because political representation is organized 

around cohesive parties, several institutions incentivize politicians to exhibit loyalty to party 

policy over other considerations (partisan representation). Observational and experimental 

data from three countries demonstrate that citizens generally perceive politicians as 

conducting partisan representation, but they prefer that the politicians follow their own 

conscience (trustee representation) and their constituency (delegate representation) over party 

policy. This mismatch translates into distrust in politicians, even in countries with strong 

traditions for party discipline and among politicians’ own party supporters. The findings cast 

light on the challenges facing party democracy and electoral appeal of political outsiders and 

populists across Western countries. 
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Public trust in politicians is low across several Western countries (Pharr and Putnam 2000; 

Hibbing and Theiss-Morse 2001; Hetherington and Rudolph 2008). This observation is critical 

as political trust among citizens facilitates support for and compliance with the law (Easton 

1965).What is more critical is that politicians do not seem to adapt their behavior to citizens’ 

preferences: In most countries, trust in politicians has remained low for decades across 

elections and shifting governments (Hetherington and Rudolph 2008; Dalton 2017). This 

implies that the problem is structural, meaning that the public is dissatisfied with some 

fundamental aspect of politicians’ behavior, which the political institutional system 

incentivizes politicians to maintain.  

One fundamental aspect of politicians’ behavior is that they organize within and 

exhibit loyalty to political parties. As formulated in the Responsible Party Model, cohesive 

parties provide clear and simple alternatives for citizens to choose from and allow them to hold 

elites accountable without knowing the opinions and vote records of individual politicians 

(Schattschneider 1942; APSA 1950; Downs 1957). Following this logic, modern democracies, 

by design, entail institutions that uphold a certain level of party loyalty and unity among 

politicians. Fiorina (1980, 26), for example, notes that “the only way collective responsibility 

has ever existed, and can exist, given our institutions, is through the agency of the political 

party; in American politics, responsibility requires cohesive parties.” 

This article argues that politicians’ party loyalty—from the perspective of 

citizens—is not part of the solution but indeed part of the problem. While citizens generally 

see politicians as strongly committed and loyal to the political line of the party, they prefer that 

politicians follow their own convictions and the opinions of their local constituents over party 

policy. This mismatch makes citizens see politicians as “party hacks” who are overly concerned 

with their own party careers and disconnected from the opinions and concerns of ordinary 

citizens, which, in turn, translates into distrust in politicians. Observational and experimental 
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evidence from three surveys fielded simultaneously to representative samples of citizens in the 

United States, the United Kingdom, and Denmark supports that politicians’ party loyalty is an 

important source of public distrust in politicians. These negative effects of party loyalty travel 

to countries with strong cultures and norms for party discipline and to politicians’ own party 

supporters.  

Establishing party loyalty as an antecedent of public distrust in politicians has 

three important implications. First, this finding helps explain why trust in politicians is low 

across several countries and why politicians do not face the necessary incentives to adapt their 

behavior to the preferences of citizens: Because the political system provides political parties 

with control mechanisms to uphold a certain level of party discipline (e.g., candidate selection, 

cabinet nomination, campaign financing), politicians face clear constraints in carrying out the 

political representation that citizens expect. Second, the results cast new light on the electoral 

appeal of political outsider candidates and populist movements across Western countries. 

Third, the findings imply a difficult dilemma or trade-off between upholding party discipline 

to facilitate stability and accountability in political representation and building and maintaining 

public trust in politicians.  

 

Political Representation in Party Democracies 

In July 2017, several US Republican senators were subject to extensive public attention during 

their party’s attempt to dismantle the Affordable Care Act. The public’s interest was in whether 

the personal convictions of the senators or the opinions of their constituents would trump their 

loyalty to their party and prevent the Republican health care bill from being passed. The 

question about who politicians primarily are loyal to has been subject to much attention in 

political science research. This research has largely been organized around the concept of 

politicians’ representative styles. A partisan style of representation implies that politicians—in 
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line with the Responsible Party Model—remain loyal to the political program formulated by 

their party over other considerations when voting and communicating in public. In contrast, 

the delegate style and trustee style imply they follow the interests of their constituency or their 

own conscience, respectively (Eulau et al. 1959; Converse and Pierce 1986; Blomgren and 

Rozenberg 2012). For centuries, democratic theorists have debated how these considerations 

should be balanced (Madison 1787; Schattschneider 1942; Mansbridge 2011), and decades of 

empirical research has been devoted to describing and explaining when and why politicians 

adopt different representative styles (Fenno 1978; Mayhew 1974; Grimmer 2013).2 In many 

cases, the preferences of a politician, the party, and the constituency will be aligned, meaning 

that different representative styles will result in the same behavior. When discrepancies 

between these preferences do occur, representative styles become decisive in directing 

politicians’ behavior and, in turn, directly observable for the public. Therefore, it is also when 

such discrepancies occur that researchers are able to analyze what representative styles 

politicians adopt and why (e.g., Slapin et al. 2018). Other work taps into representative styles 

through survey items asking politicians whose preferences they follow when they encounter a 

conflict between, for example, their party and their own conviction or their party and their 

constituency (Eulau et al. 1959; Converse and Pierce 1986). 

                                                           
2Representative style is often distinguished from representative focus as to which societal 

interests politicians aim to advance (e.g., those of the poor, the elderly). Style and focus are 

conceptually distinct since a politician can represent the interests of, for example, the poor 

independently of whether she follows her party, constituency, or her own conviction (Eulau 

et al. 1959; Rozenberg & Blomgren 2012). Thus, representative styles do not pertain to 

specific political interests or ideological orientations but refer more broadly to whose 

considerations politicians prioritize and follow when making political decisions.  
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Empirical work has demonstrated that variation in politicians’ representative 

styles exists but that the partisan style of representation—that is, politicians’ loyalty to policy 

formulated by their party over other considerations—is widespread (Converse and Pierce 1986; 

Heitshusen, Young, and Wood 2004; Blomgren and Rozenberg 2012). Across countries, 

different institutions grant political parties with control mechanisms to keep individual 

politicians loyal to the party program over other considerations. Such control mechanisms can 

include the power to (re-)nominate candidates for elections, assign elected officials to desirable 

committee or cabinet positions, and financial perks such as reimbursement for travel expenses 

and campaign financing (Cox and McCubbins 1993; Kam 2009; Zittel 2012; Pearson 2015; 

Bøggild and Pedersen 2017). Even in candidate-centered systems such as the United States 

where parties have comparatively little control over candidate nomination and campaign 

financing, parties hold control mechanisms that most often keep party discipline sufficiently 

high to pass legislation (Pearson 2015). In line with the Responsible Party Model, such 

institutionally induced party discipline allows cohesive political parties to pass policy and 

voters to hold political elites to account (Schattschneider 1942; APSA 1950; Downs 1957). 

This is the fundamental logic and implication of party democracy. 

Although extensive normative and empirical literature has debated and analyzed 

the extent of party loyalty among politicians, surprisingly little research has analyzed how it 

affects citizens’ political opinions. As noted by Lapinski et al. (2016, 535), “the supply side” 

of this issue (the representative styles politicians adopt) has been studied extensively, but “the 

demand side” (citizens’ preferences for and reactions to politicians’ representative styles) is 

much less explored (see also Bøggild and Pedersen 2017, 21). Below, I argue that public 

distrust in politicians partly stems from a mismatch between the supply and demand sides of 

politicians’ representative styles. 
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Mismatches in Representation and Public Distrust in Politicians 

The supply and demand terminology is useful for understanding the literature on public (dis-

)trust in politicians. This literature aims to understand the preferences and expectations citizens 

hold for political representatives (the demand side) and which of these preferences they are not 

seeing fulfilled by their politicians (the supply side). Such mismatches are expected to translate 

into low trust in politicians.3 Early work has demonstrated that distrust in politicians partly 

stems from a mismatch between some citizens’ ideological preferences and the policy outputs 

they see produced by the political system (Miller 1974). In a similar vein, research has shown 

that trust in politicians varies according to perceptions of government performance such as the 

state of the economy (Listhaug 1995).  

More recent work has shifted attention from the outcomes politicians produce to 

citizens’ preferences and perceptions concerning the political process and the way that political 

representation is carried out more generally. Hibbing and Theiss-Morse (1995) have 

demonstrated that citizens perceive the political process as too deliberative and as being overtly 

slow and inefficient. Relatedly, Mutz (2015) has demonstrated that citizens’ distrust in 

politicians is partly a result of perceived high levels of political conflict and incivility in 

political debates and media coverage (see also Harbridge and Malhotra 2011). Other research 

has found that citizens want to be more involved and heard in policy-making but see politicians 

as too attentive to interest groups and too concerned with re-election, which translates into 

distrust in politicians (Hibbing and Theiss-Morse 1995, 2001; Kimball and Patterson 1997; 

Bøggild 2016; see also André and Depauw 2017). These process-related explanations point to 

structural mismatches between citizens’ preferences for representation and basic institutional 

                                                           
3This logic is formally expressed in expectancy-disconfirmation theory (see, e.g., Kimball & 

Patterson 1997) 
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incentives that shape the behavior of politicians. Such mismatches are particularly important 

to uncover: If citizens hold preferences for political representation that are inconsistent with 

the institutional setup that shape the behavior of politicians, public trust in politicians will be 

low and remain low. 

This article centers on citizens’ preferences and perceptions concerning another 

defining aspect of the political process: Politicians’ party loyalty. While several institutions 

encourage politicians to adopt the partisan style of representation, it remains an open question 

whether citizens experience a mismatch between this style of representation and the 

representative styles they prefer and, if so, whether such a mismatch feeds into distrust in 

politicians. 

Existing voter studies indicate that citizens might not prefer partisan 

representation from their politicians. Observational evidence exists that politicians who most 

frequently take individual stances and vote against their party receive more votes on Election 

Day (Carson et al. 2010; Kam 2009). Similarly, experimental studies show that politicians who 

are described as independent from and willing to speak out against their party are evaluated 

more favorably by voters (Carson et al. 2010; Campbell et al. 2016; Koger and Lebo 2017). 

These findings suggest that citizens may prefer politicians to act as trustees rather than 

partisans. Another, mainly American, literature has demonstrated that delegates who fight for 

the material and ideological interests of their constituents are often rewarded by their local 

voters (Fenno 1978; McGraw, Timpone, and Bruck 1993; Doherty 2013). Based on these 

studies, it is possible that a majority of citizens prefer trustee and delegate rather than partisan 

representation.  

Why should politicians’ partisan representation translate into political distrust 

among citizens? Three theoretical mechanisms can support this relationship. First, an integrity 

mechanism could be at work. According to this, partisan representation portrays politicians as 
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motivated to please powerful party colleagues and advance their own personal career within 

the party rather than solving societal problems. This should be the case both when politicians 

follow their party at the expense of their own conscience (the trustee style) and their 

constituency (the delegate style). Both instances should signal that politicians put self-

interested concerns such as re-nomination or financial perks over political principles. Campbell 

et al. (2016) put forth this explanation for why voters reward politicians for speaking out 

against their party (although they do not test the mechanism). Second, a competence 

mechanism could drive the effect in which partisan representation portrays politicians as 

codependent on their party, indecisive, and unable to take individual stances. This should 

particularly be the case when politicians follow their party at the expense of their own 

conscience, but following the party over the opinions of their constituency could also portray 

an inability to debate and push for policies single-handedly. Third, an attitude proximity 

mechanism could mediate the effect. Because parties are often viewed as elitist organizations, 

partisan representation could portray politicians as holding elitist views (e.g., globalist, urban, 

neoliberal, see Webb 1996) that are detached from those of regular citizens and basic societal 

problems. This should particularly be the case when politicians follow their party over their 

constituency, but sacrificing one’s own political opinions for the sake of the party could also 

signal a commitment to elitist opinions and interests rather than those of regular people.  

 In sum, we should expect that a majority of citizens experience a mismatch 

between the partisan representation they see carried out by their politicians and their own 

preferences for representation and that this mismatch causes these citizens to express low levels 

of trust in politicians.  

 

Case Selection and Overview of Data 
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To test the theoretical argument and its potential scope conditions, the article relies on data 

from four surveys collected in three countries.  

Three countries were included in order to test if the argument travels across 

cultural and institutional settings. On the one hand, the theoretical expectations point to valence 

mechanisms (concerning politicians’ character and attitude proximity vis-à-vis citizens), which 

implies that the negative effects of party loyalty should be universal and travel across contexts. 

On the other hand, it is possible that the effects could be weaker in certain contexts. First, the 

effects could be weaker in countries with party-centered political systems and strong cultures 

and norms for party discipline. In such settings, dissent from the party line is rare, and it is 

possible that citizens will adopt the same norms and prefer politicians to follow party policy. 

Second, citizens in multi-member district systems could be less likely to prefer delegate 

representation over partisan representation compared to those in single-member district 

systems. For citizens in multi-member districts, it is difficult to hold individual politicians 

responsible for developments in their constituency because such responsibility has to be placed 

among multiple incumbents. This complexity in assigning responsibility to individual 

representatives could make multi-member district citizens less favorable to delegate 

representation and more favorable to partisan representation and loyalty as their primary means 

to hold political elites accountable (see also Lancaster 1986). Campbell et al. (2016, 19–20), 

for example, theorize that citizens might respond differently to politicians’ party loyalty across 

such basic contextual conditions and urge future research to study these effects cross-

nationally. Hence, the strong test of the argument is if a mismatch exists and translates into 

distrust in politicians even in countries with strong norms for party discipline and in multi-

member district systems.  

To conduct such a test, three identical surveys were fielded simultaneously (April 

21, 2017) by the survey agency YouGov to representative samples of citizens in the United 
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States (n=1.000), the United Kingdom (n=1.073), and Denmark4 (n=1.018), matching the adult 

populations on age, gender, education, and geographical location. Denmark and the UK are 

both party-centric systems with high party discipline, whereas the US is a candidate-centered 

system with comparatively weak political parties (Carey and Shugart 1995). In addition, the 

US and the UK both have single-member district systems, whereas Denmark has multi-member 

district systems (Cain 1987; Carey and Shugart 1995). In short, the US is a most-likely case 

for testing the theoretical argument (without strong norms for party loyalty and with single-

member districts), whereas Denmark is a least-likely case (due to strong norms for party loyalty 

and multi-member districts). The UK falls in between (with strong norms for party loyalty and 

single-member districts). To maximize external as well as internal validity, the surveys entail 

both observational and experimental data (described in detail below).  

The fourth survey was included for three reasons: To replicate the findings of the 

three previous surveys, to test the effects of partisan representation across subjects’ 

identification with the politician’s party, and to test if the proposed mechanisms mediate the 

effects of partisan representation. This required additional experimental groups relative to the 

first three surveys and, in consequence, more respondents. The survey was therefore conducted 

with a convenience sample of adult citizens in the US recruited through Amazon Mechanical 

Turk (MTurk) (n = 2.000). As demonstrated below, the replications produced close to identical 

results compared to the nationally representative US sample. Moreover, Clifford, Jewell, and 

Waggoner (2015) have demonstrated that MTurk samples are well suited for studying 

experimental effects across the ideological spectrum despite an overrepresentation of liberal 

and Democratic respondents.  

 

                                                           
4The reported material was translated to Danish in the Danish survey.  
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Test I: Mismatched Representation and Distrust in Politicians 

Observational data and measures 

All three surveys first measured preferences for and perceptions of politicians’ representative 

styles. The first question was a standard formulation used in elite surveys to tap politicians’ 

preference for partisan relative to delegate representation (e.g., Eulau et al. 1959; Converse and 

Pierce 1986): “How should a politician vote if the voters in his/her constituency have one 

opinion on an issue and his/her party has a different opinion?” The question includes a 

dichotomous choice between the politician’s constituency (the delegate preference) and the 

opinion of the party (the partisan preference). The question was followed by a new item 

developed for this article, measuring citizens’ perceptions of the actual behavior of politicians: 

“And how do you think politicians in general actually vote if the voters in their constituency 

have one opinion and their party has a different opinion?” This second question includes a 

dichotomous choice between politicians following the opinion of their constituency (the 

delegate perception) or the opinion of their party (the partisan perception). These two questions 

allow for a division of the subjects into four groups: (1) Those with a delegate preference and 

a delegate perception, (2) those with a delegate preference but a partisan perception, (3) those 

with a partisan preference and a partisan perception, and (4) those with a partisan preference 

but a delegate perception. As outlined above, we should expect a substantial amount of 

respondents to place themselves in the second group and that these respondents should express 

particularly low levels of trust in politicians.  

Two similar questions were asked to measure citizens’ preference for and 

perceptions of partisan relative to trustee representation. A standard question from elite surveys 

(Eulau et al. 1959; Converse and Pierce 1986) asked: “How should a politician vote if his/her 

own opinion on an issue does not correspond with his/her party’s position?” This question 

includes a dichotomous choice between the politician’s own opinion (the trustee preference) 
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and the opinion of the party (the partisan preference). It was also followed by a newly 

developed question asking: “And how do you think politicians in general actually vote if their 

own opinion on an issue does not correspond with their party’s position?” This question 

includes a choice between politicians following their own opinion (the trustee perception) or 

the opinion of their party (the partisan perception). This also allows for a creation of four 

groups: (1) Those with a trustee preference and a trustee perception, (2) those with a trustee 

preference but a partisan perception, (3) those with a partisan preference and a partisan 

perception, and (4) those with a partisan preference but a trustee perception. Again, we should 

expect a number of respondents to place themselves in the second group and that these 

respondents should express relatively low levels of trust in politicians.  

To compare trust in politicians across these groups, the surveys included four 

traditional items from the American National Election Study (full question wording and 

descriptive statistics are available in Online Appendix A). In each sample, these items were 

summed into an additive index with acceptable reliability (αUS = 0.66, αUK = 0.73, αDK = 0.76) 

and rescaled 0-1, indicating minimum and maximum trust in politicians, respectively. All 

statistical models control for respondents’ age, gender, education, and political sophistication.  

These observational data provide strong external validity because they measure 

citizens’ actual perceptions and preferences concerning their politicians’ representative styles. 

In combination with the nation-based stratified samples, this provides an accurate estimate of 

whether citizens across different countries experience the expected mismatch in representation 

and how this relates to distrust in politicians.  

 

Analyses 
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Do citizens experience a mismatch in political representation? Specifically, do citizens prefer 

politicians to act as delegates and trustees but perceive them as partisans? And if so, is 

experiencing such a mismatch associated with low levels of trust in politicians? 

Figure 1 divides the respondents in each sample into four groups according to 

whether they perceive and prefer that politicians act as partisans or delegates (based on the two 

questions above). The figure reports the proportion of respondents (the left-hand y-axis) and 

predicted levels of trust in politicians across the four groups, controlling for age, gender, 

education, and political sophistication (the right-hand y-axis) (for full model, see Online 

Appendix B). Panel a, Figure 1 reports the results from the US representative sample. Looking 

at the grey bars, most respondents (80.30%) prefer politicians to follow their constituency over 

their party (i.e., a delegate preference). Importantly, however, most of these respondents 

experience the opposite behavior by their politicians (i.e., a partisan perception). More 

precisely, 60.30% report a delegate preference but a partisan perception, meaning that a 

majority of citizens experience a mismatch between the representative style they prefer and the 

style they see their politicians carry out. Thus, only 20% report that they prefer and perceive 

politicians acting as delegates. The remaining 19.70% report that they favor partisan 

representation. Hereof, 12.70% perceive politicians as conducting partisan representation, and 

7% see politicians as conducting delegate representation. Turning to the transparent, black-

edged bars, we see that trust in politicians is substantially and significantly lower among the 

60.30% who prefer politicians to act as delegates but see them acting as partisans relative to 

the other groups. These differences range between 8 and 14 percentage points (p-

values<0.001). Notably, even the 7% who report that they prefer partisan representation but 

perceive politicians as delegates (i.e., a different mismatch) express substantially higher trust 

in politicians. This suggests that citizens who prefer partisans do not respond with lower levels 

of trust when they see politicians acting as delegates. Altogether, panel a depicts the problem  
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Figure 1: Percentage of respondents (left y-axis) and predicted levels of trust in 

politicians (right y-axis) over partisan versus delegate perceptions and preferences by 

country (panel a-c) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: Predicted values for trust in politicians and p-values are extracted from Models 1-4 in Online 

Appendix B. N(US)=951. N(UK)=1.037. N(DK)=996. 
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clearly: A majority of US citizens experience a mismatch between the delegate representation they 

want and the partisan representation they get, and experiencing this mismatch is associated with 

substantially lower levels of trust in politicians.  

These findings are largely mirrored in the results from the British sample, displayed in 

Panel b, Figure 1. Again, a clear majority (79.1%) prefer delegate over partisan representation, and 

63.47% experience a mismatch between the delegate representation they want and the partisan 

representation they see from their politicians. Trust in politicians is again lowest among this majority 

of respondents compared to the other three groups with differences ranging between 6 and 12 

percentage points. One difference is only marginally significant (p=0.078), while the others are 

significant at the 0.001-level. These findings also demonstrate that the perceived mismatch and its 

association with political distrust exists in a political system with a strong culture and norm for party 

loyalty. 

Panel c, Figure 1 shows that there is also a majority favoring delegate representation in 

Denmark (56.63%). However, the majority is smaller compared to the other samples (p-values < 

0.001). As theorized above, this is likely because the Danish multi-member districts make it difficult 

for citizens to assign responsibility for constituency developments between multiple incumbents, 

making delegate representation less attractive relative to partisan representation. This suggests that 

institutions play a role in shaping citizens’ preferences for politicians’ representative behavior. Still, 

even in this least-likely context, most citizens prefer delegate representation, and 43.37% experience 

a mismatch due to the partisan representation they see from their politicians. In line with the other 

samples, these 43.37% express lower levels of trust in politicians compared to the other groups with 

differences ranging between 7 and 13 percentage points (p-values ≤ 0.008).  

Figure 2 divides the respondents into four groups according to whether they perceive and 

prefer that politicians act as partisans or trustees across the samples.  
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Figure 2: Percentage of respondents (left y-axis) and predicted levels of trust in politicians 

(right y-axis) over partisan versus trustee perceptions and preferences by country (panel a-c) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Note: Predicted values for trust in politicians and p-values are extracted from Models 5-8 in Online Appendix 

B. N(US)=951. N(UK)=1.037.  N(DK)=996. 
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Paralleling the results in Figure 1, the grey bars in panel a show that most US citizens 

prefer politicians to act as trustees rather than partisans (76.9%) and that a majority of them see a 

mismatch between their trustee preference and the partisan representation politicians conduct (57%). 

Turning to the transparent, black-edged bars, we see that this majority also reports lower levels of trust 

in politicians compared to those who do not experience a mismatch, amounting to between 4 and 6 

percentage points (p-values ≤ 0.047). Notably, these differences are smaller than those reported in 

Figure 2, suggesting that US citizens may respond most negatively to partisan representation when it 

happens at the expense of constituency interests.  

The panel also depicts that a minority of respondents (9.80%) report a partisan preference 

and a trustee perception (a different mismatch) and that these respondents exhibit the same low level 

of trust in politicians. However, given the large percentage of respondents that prefer trustee 

representation but perceive partisan representation, it is the low trust in this group that drags down 

trust in politicians overall. As in Figure 1, the panel visually depicts the issue: Most US citizens see a 

mismatch between their preference for trustee representation and the partisan representation conducted 

by politicians, and this mismatch is associated with low levels of trust in politicians. 

Panels b and c in Figure 2 report very similar results from the British and Danish samples. 

The grey bars reveal that a majority of respondents prefer trustee over partisan representation in both 

samples (69.15% and 64.81%, respectively), and a majority of respondents see a mismatch between 

the trustee style they want and the partisan style they get (56.57% and 54.97%, respectively). Turning 

to the transparent, black-edged bars, we see that these majorities exhibit lower levels of trust in 

politicians compared to those who do not experience a mismatch. These differences range between 6 

and 10 percentage points in the British sample and 5 and 10 percentage points in the Danish sample. 

These differences are statistically significant (p-values ≤0.016), except for one difference in the Danish 

sample that is only marginally significant (p=0.088). Consistent with the US sample, we also see a 

small minority of respondents in the British and Danish samples (10.81% and 11.60%, respectively) 

reporting a partisan preference and a trustee perception and the same low levels of trust in politicians. 
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However, as noted above, it is the low trust among the majority of respondents with a trustee preference 

and a partisan perception that makes the aggregate trust level low. Finally, the MTurk sample replicates 

the findings from Figure 1 and 2 and provides estimates close to the US representative sample (see 

Online Appendix B). 

In sum, a majority of respondents perceive politicians as primarily loyal to their party 

(partisan representation) but prefer them to follow their constituency (delegate representation) or their 

own conviction (trustee representation) over party policy. This finding travels to the UK setting with 

strong norms and traditions for party loyalty and discipline and to the Danish multi-member district 

context, although the preference for delegate representation was slightly weaker among Danish 

respondents. Experiencing such mismatches in representation is consistently associated with low levels 

of trust in politicians.  

 

Test II: Effects of Party Loyalty on Distrust in Politicians 

Although the observational findings in Test I offer strong external validity, the internal validity is low 

since respondents could select into the different groups for several reasons (not least because of initial 

low trust in politicians). To deal with this selection problem and establish a causal effect of party 

loyalty on distrust in politicians, the surveys also included two experimental studies.  

 

Experimental data and measures 

Respondents were randomly assigned to take part in one of the two experiments. Experiment 1 was 

designed to test how respondents reacted to a politician following his party over his constituency 

(partisan representation) relative to following his constituency over his party (delegate representation). 

In the US survey, respondents read about a recent political decision introduced by Congress to relax 

the restrictions on food irradiation at the initiative of committee chair, Mark Petersen. In the British 

and Danish surveys, the word “Congress” was substituted with the word “Parliament” (in Danish, 

Folketinget). In the delegate condition, the description read that Mark Petersen’s party had reservations 
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about the decision, but Petersen explained that “it’s important that I follow my constituency as an 

elected official,” which was followed by opponents of the policy criticizing him for choosing his 

constituency over his party. Conversely, in the partisan condition, the description read that Mark 

Petersen’s constituency had reservations about the decision, but Petersen explained that “it’s important 

that I follow my party as an elected official,” which was followed by opponents of the policy criticizing 

him for choosing his party over his constituency. Importantly, the outcome of the political decision 

was held constant such that any possible difference between the conditions can be ascribed solely to 

whether the politician acted as a delegate or a partisan in reaching the decision.5 The US version of the 

experiment is displayed in the left column of Table 1.  

 

Table 1: Overview of experimental conditions (US version) 

Experiment 1: Delegate condition vs. 

partisan condition 

Experiment 2: Trustee condition vs. partisan 

condition 

A recent political decision introduced by Congress aims to relax the current restrictions on food 

irradiation. The policy was initiated and carried through by the chairman of the Scientific 

Committee on Food, Mark Petersen. 

Mark Petersen notes that his party 

[constituency] has reservations about the 

relaxation of food irradiation but explains that 

”it’s important that I follow my constituency 

[party’s stance] as an elected official.” 

Mark Petersen notes that his party [he 

personally] has reservations about the 

relaxation of food irradiation but explains that 

”it’s important that I follow my own [party’s] 

stance as an elected official.” 

                                                           
5The experiments did not elaborate on the substantial arguments of the politician for following his 

party, own conviction, or constituency (e.g., business competitiveness or less state intervention). 

Although such arguments could potentially increase the perceived realism of the stimuli for the 

respondents, they could also resonate differently with respondents situated in different countries. 

This approach allows for a clean and comparable estimate of citizens’ responses to party loyalty 

across the three countries. 
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Opponents of the policy have criticized Mark 

Petersen for turning his back on his party 

[constituents] to follow his constituents 

[party] on this important matter. 

Opponents of the policy have criticized Mark 

Petersen for turning his back on his party [own 

intuition] to follow his own intuition [party] 

on this important matter. 

 

The second experiment was identical in its description of the politician and the political 

decision except it was designed to test how respondents reacted to a politician following his party over 

his own conviction (partisan representation) relative to following his own conviction over his party 

(trustee representation). The trustee condition read that Mark Petersen’s party had reservations about 

the decision, but Petersen explained that “it’s important that I follow my own stance as an elected 

official,” which was followed by opponents of the policy criticizing him for following his own intuition 

over his party. Conversely, in the partisan condition, the description read that Mark Petersen personally 

had reservations about the decision, but Petersen explained that “it’s important that I follow my party 

as an elected official,” which was followed by opponents of the policy criticizing him for choosing his 

party over his own intuition. The US version of the experiment is displayed in the right column of 

Table 1. 

In both experiments, trust in Mark Petersen was measured using the following two 

questions that were summarized into an additive index and rescaled 0-1 (r = 0.93, M = 0.41, SD = 

0.25): “To what extent do you trust a politician like Mark Petersen?” on a 0-10 scale, ranging from 

“No trust” to “High trust.” “To what extent do you perceive a politician like Mark Petersen as 

trustworthy?” on a 0-10 scale ranging from “Not at all trustworthy” to “Very trustworthy.”  

Following Kam (2005), food irradiation was chosen as the political issue for two reasons. 

First, it has been subject to recent political debate and legislation across several countries, making it a 

relevant political issue suitable for a cross-national study. Second, the political parties are not strongly 

polarized on food irradiation, making it plausible to ascribe different party labels to the politician 

introducing the policy in order to experimentally investigate the effects across respondents’ 

identification with the politician’s party (analyzed in Test III).  
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Analyses 

To establish a causal effect of party loyalty on public distrust in politicians, Figures 3 and 4 report the 

results from Experiments 1 and 2, respectively. Figure 3 shows the effects of the partisan condition 

relative to the delegate condition on trust in the political representative, Mark Petersen, across the three 

samples and broken down by citizens’ preferences for representation. As depicted in the left-hand side 

of Figure 3, the majority of citizens who prefer delegate representation express substantially lower 

levels of trust when presented with a politician acting as a partisan (when presented with a mismatch) 

compared to a politician acting as a delegate (presented with a match). These effects are substantial 

and amount to 23, 20, and 11 percentage points in the US, UK, and Danish samples, respectively (p-

values < 0.001). The center panel in Figure 3 shows that the minority of respondents with a partisan 

preference do not respond positively or negatively when presented with a politician who acts as a 

partisan rather than a delegate. In line with the observational data, this means that a politician who acts 

as a partisan rather than a delegate does not even increase trust among the minority of respondents who 

report that they prefer partisan representation. The right-hand panel of Figure 3 shows that the 

politician acting as a partisan rather than a delegate has a strong negative effect on average across all 

respondents. These effects amount to 17, 15, and 7 percentage points in the US, UK, and Danish 

samples, respectively (all p-values ≤ 0.001). These average effects are substantial because most 

respondents prefer delegate representation and because those who prefer partisan representation do not 

respond negatively to delegate representation. The figure also reveals that the effects are similar in the 

US and UK sample (p = 0.389) but significantly weaker in the Danish sample (p-values for interaction 

effects ≤ 0.006). As theorized and mirroring the observational data (cf. Figure 1), the Danish 

respondents are less favorable towards delegate representation, most likely because they find it 

difficult to assign responsibility for constituency developments between multiple incumbents. Still, 
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even in the least-likely Danish context with strong norms for party loyalty and multi-member districts, 

party loyalty has a significant negative effect on public trust in politicians.   

 

Figure 3: Effect of partisan relative to delegate condition on trust in politician across 

preferences for representative styles by sample (Experiment 1) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: N(US)=499. N(UK)=537. N(DK)=504. Error bars depict 95% confidence intervals. 

 

Figure 4 reports the results from Experiment 2, showing the effects of the partisan 

condition relative to the trustee condition across the three samples broken down by respondents’ 

preferences. The left-hand panel of Figure 4 shows that respondents with a trustee preference 

consistently express lower trust in the politician in the partisan condition (presented with a mismatch) 

relative to the trustee condition (presented with a match), amounting to 15, 16, and 15 percentage 

points in the US, UK, and Danish samples, respectively (p-values < 0.001). In contrast, the center panel 

reveals that the minority of respondents with a partisan preference do not respond positively or 

negatively to the partisan condition relative to the trustee condition. In line with the results from Figure 

3, a politician acting as a partisan does not even increase trust among the few respondents who report 
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that they prefer partisan representation. The right-hand panel reports significant negative effects of the 

partisan relative to the trustee condition averaged across all respondents, amounting to 14, 11, and 8 

percentage points in the US, UK, and Danish samples, respectively (p-values < 0.001). In line with the 

observational data, the effect of a politician acting as a partisan rather than a trustee is not significantly 

different across the three countries (p-values for interaction effects > 0.05).  

 

Figure 4: Effect of partisan relative to trustee condition on trust in politician across 

preferences for representative styles by sample (Experiment 2) 

 

Note: N(US)=501. N(UK)=536. N(DK)=517. Error bars depict 95% confidence intervals. 

 

Finally, since low trust in politicians is problematic because it can lead to lower levels 

of support for political decisions (Easton 1965), the survey also measured respondents’ support for the 

described policy. In both experiments, partisan representation generally decreased respondents’ 

support for the political decision to change food irradiation regulations (see Online Appendix C for 

operationalizations and effects). Online Appendix C and D show that the reported experimental 

findings fully replicate in the MTurk sample.  
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In sum, the experimental results bolster the observational findings presented above: 

When politicians exhibit loyalty to their party at the expense of their own convictions or their 

constituency, it clashes with a majority of citizens’ preferences for political representation and, in turn, 

results in general low levels of trust in politicians and support for political decisions.  

 

Test III: Effects of Party Loyalty across Party Identification 

Although Tests I and II establish a main effect of party loyalty and that this effect travels across 

countries, it is possible that the effect varies substantially across individuals, especially according to 

citizens’ identification with the party of the given politician. Citizens tend to evaluate the same actions 

of politicians (e.g., policy proposals, performance) more favorably and defend negative behavior and 

performance when carried out by politicians from their own party (Slothuus and de Vreese 2010; 

Bisgaard 2015), and citizens could therefore react less negatively to partisan representation from in-

party politicians. For strategic reasons, citizens might also only want politicians from opponent parties 

to act as trustees and delegates to avoid majorities for unfavorable policies while rewarding their own 

party’s politicians for acting as partisans to ensure majorities for the policies they favor. This implies 

that a politician acting as a partisan might only elicit distrust among citizens who support the opposing 

party (or parties) and raise trust equivalently by the supporters of their own party. This would mean 

that partisan representation may neither increase or decrease political trust in general since different 

styles will be rewarded and sanctioned by different parts of the citizenry (i.e., a zero-sum dynamic). 

The strong test of the argument is if partisan representation also decreases trust when citizens’ party 

identification enters the evaluation, especially among politicians’ own party supporters. 

 

Experimental data and measures 

To investigate the effects of partisan representation across subjects’ identification with the politician’s 

party, Experiment 1 and 2 were extended in the MTurk sample by describing Mark Petersen 1) without 

any party label (as in the other surveys), 2) as a Republican, 3) as a Democrat (i.e., six experimental 
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groups in each experiment). Prior to the experiment, the survey measured respondents’ party affiliation 

using a standard 7-point partisan strength scale ranging from “Strong Democrat” to “Strong 

Republican.” For subjects assigned to an experimental condition with a party label, this item was used 

to generate a scale measuring how strongly the respondents identified with the given party Mark 

Petersen was described as belonging to (randomly described as Republican or Democrat). This variable 

was rescaled 0-1, indicating strong identification with the opposite party and Mark Petersen’s party, 

respectively.  

 

Analyses 

The results from the extended version of Experiment 1 are depicted in the left-hand panel of Figure 5, 

showing the marginal effect of the partisan condition relative to the delegate condition on trust in the 

politician across respondents’ identification with the politician’s party. Two patterns are worth 

noticing. First, the effect of the partisan condition relative to the delegate condition does get 

significantly smaller as respondents’ identification with the politician’s party increases (p-value for 

interaction effect = 0.040). The effect is 10.22 percentage points weaker among respondents who 

identify strongly with the politician’s party (coded 1) compared to respondents who identify strongly 

with the opposite party (coded 0). This implies that citizens are indeed less likely to respond negatively 

to partisan representation from their own party representatives. Second, despite this tendency, the 

negative effect remains strong and significant across all levels of party identification. Even among the 

respondents who identify most strongly with the politician’s party (coded 1), we see a significant 18.72 

percentage point negative effect of partisan representation on trust (p < 0.001). Importantly, the 

negative effects of partisan representation exist even among politicians’ own party supporters.  

The results from the extended version of Experiment 2 are reported in the right-hand 

panel of Figure 5. Again, two patterns are worth noticing. First, there is a tendency towards the effect 

of the partisan condition relative to the trustee condition getting smaller as respondents’ identification  
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Figure 5: Marginal effect of partisan relative to delegate condition (left-hand panel) and 

partisan relative to trustee condition (right-hand panel) on trust in politician across 

respondents’ identification with the politician’s party (MTurk sample). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: N(Left-hand panel)=707. N(Right-hand panel)=665.  

 

with the politician’s party increases. This interaction effect is only marginally significant (p = 0.061). 

The effect is 10.19 percentage points weaker among strong identifiers with the politician’s party (coded 

1) relative to strong identifiers with the opposite party (coded 0). This further, tentatively, supports the 

notion that citizens respond less negatively to partisan representation from their own party 

representatives. Second, and most importantly, partisan representation has a negative effect on trust 

across all levels of identification with the politician’s party. Among the strongest identifiers with the 

politician’s party (coded 1), partisan representation decreases trust by 8.5 percentage points (p = 

0.011). As in Experiment 1, the negative effects of partisan representation also exist among citizens 

who are strong identifiers with the politician’s party. This also underlines that the reported effects are 

not merely driven by non-partisan, independent citizens who feel dissatisfied with or detached from 

the political parties available to them.6 

                                                           
6 Further analyses (see Online Appendix E) revealed that the effects among Independents were in 

fact in between those of strong identifiers with the opposite party and the politician’s party (making 

it meaningful to model the interaction as a linear effect).   
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Test IV: Exploring the Mechanisms  

Although Tests I-III establish a main effect and probe possible contextual and individual-level scope 

conditions, it remains an open question why party loyalty translates into distrust in politicians. This 

article suggests three possible mechanisms: Party loyalty could signal a lack of integrity, competence, 

and low attitude proximity, which, in turn, should translate into low trust in politicians.  

 

Experimental data and measures 

To get closer to the mechanisms through which partisan representation decreases trust in politicians, 

the MTurk survey included three follow-up questions tapping respondents’ perceptions of Mark 

Petersen. To measure perceptions of Mark Petersen’s integrity, the survey asked: “Based on the 

description, to what extent do you think Mark Petersen is someone who cares about advancing his own 

agenda and interests rather than those of the public?” on a 0-10 scale, ranging from “Cares about 

advancing his own interests” to “Cares about advancing the interests of the public.” To measure 

competence perceptions, the following item was included: “Based on the description, how competent 

do you think Mark Petersen is?” on a 0-10 scale ranging from “Very incompetent” to “Very 

competent.” Finally, to measure attitude proximity, the survey asked: “In general, how closely do you 

think Mark Petersen's political views correspond with your own views?” on a scale from “Not at all” 

to “Very closely.” These items were rescaled 0-1 with 1 indicating high integrity, competence, and 

attitude proximity, respectively.  

In both experiments, the mediators were tested using structural equation modelling.7 The 

reported results remain substantially similar and significant when using Imai et al. (2011)’s potential 

outcome approach and the traditional Baron and Kenny (1986) approach. 

                                                           
7The models include all respondents in the survey. The presented results do not vary systematically 

across the conditions with no party label, a Republican party label, or a Democratic party label. The 
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Analyses 

The upper panel of Figure 6 shows the direct effect of the partisan condition relative to the delegate 

condition and the indirect effects through integrity, competence, and attitude proximity on trust in the 

politician (the extended version of Experiment 1). The panel shows that evaluations of the politician’s 

integrity, competence, and attitude proximity are significantly and substantially lower in the partisan 

condition relative to the delegate condition. All three variables mediate the effect but to different 

degrees. Only 8.02% of the effect is mediated through integrity, whereas 30.24% is mediated through 

competence, and 31.14% is mediated through attitude proximity. This means that 69.4% of the total 

effect is accounted for by the three mediators. 

The lower panel of Figure 6 shows the direct effect of the partisan condition relative to 

the trustee condition and the indirect effects on trust in the politician (the extended version of 

Experiment 2). Again, all three variables mediate the effect, and the indirect effect is weakest through 

integrity (8.9%) and stronger through competence (24.85%) and attitude proximity (19.44%). These 

three mediating variables account for 53.19% of the total effect.   

Since the mediators are not experimentally manipulated (and are strongly correlated), the 

indirect effects must be interpreted with the usual reservations associated with cross-sectional data (see 

Bullock, Green, and Ha 2010). As such, the results provide suggestive evidence that the proposed 

theoretical mechanisms operate to produce the negative effects of partisan representation and account 

for most of the observed relationship. However, the first part of the causal chain is subject to 

experimental control. Hence, politicians acting as partisans rather than delegates or trustees are seen 

as “party hacks” who exhibit low integrity, low competence, and political opinions that are detached 

from those of ordinary citizens.  

                                                           

results are also similar across the variable distinguishing respondents’ identification with the 

politician’s party (used in Test III).  
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Figure 6: Indirect effects of partisan relative to delegate condition (upper panel) and partisan 

relative to trustee condition (lower panel) on trust in politician through integrity, competence, 

and attitude proximity. 

 

 

 

Note: Coefficients from Structural Equation Models with standard errors in parentheses. *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 

0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001. All tests are two-sided. N(Upper panel)=707. N(Lower panel)=665.  

 

 

Discussion 

This article points to a paradox in modern politics. Representation in modern democracies is organized 

around cohesive parties in large parts because they help citizens simplify their choice in elections and 

hold political elites accountable. Yet citizens show little appreciation for politicians who work in 

tandem with their political party, and they respond to party loyalty with distrust in politicians and their 

policies. Citizens perceive party-loyal politicians as party hacks that lack integrity, competence, and 

basic touch with the views and problems of ordinary citizens. Regardless of whether such perceptions 

are accurate, they testify to a structural mismatch between key institutions that organize political 
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representation and the representation citizens expect from their elected representatives. This finding 

has important implications at the theoretical, empirical, and normative levels.  

At the theoretical level, the article adds a new explanation to the political trust literature 

by pointing to citizens’ perceptions of and dissatisfaction with politicians’ lockstep partisan behavior. 

Thus, the article adds to important existing work revealing structural mismatches that depress and 

impede public trust in politicians (Kimball and Patterson 1997; Hibbing and Theiss-Morse 2001; Mutz 

2015). Uncovering this structural mismatch is important because it implies that politicians often do not 

face the necessary incentives to adapt their behavior to citizens’ preferences. Representative 

democracies are supposed to entail a self-correcting mechanism in which elections allow voters to 

weed out politicians that fail to earn their trust and fulfill their preferences (Easton 1965). Decades of 

low public trust in politicians (most notably in the US, see Dalton 2017) suggest that this self-

correcting mechanism is not fully functional. Why? The article’s focus on party loyalty as a source of 

distrust in politicians suggests that citizens are dissatisfied with something that politicians cannot easily 

change. In essence, politicians experience a cross-pressure between complying with the line of their 

party to obtain nomination for election, campaign financing, promotions etc. and displaying 

independence from their party to voters to obtain office. Because obtaining nomination for election 

(and, arguably, campaign finances) precedes winning votes and office (Strøm 2012), it is not surprising 

that politicians often indulge their party before potential voters.  

At the empirical level, the findings help account for two puzzling phenomena that 

characterize many modern Western democracies. First, they help explain why trust in politicians is 

low across several countries. Of course, this phenomenon is caused by multiple factors, but the findings 

suggest that one important factor across different political systems is citizens’ dissatisfaction with 

politicians’ extensive party loyalty. Second, the article casts new light on the electoral appeal and 

success of new types of political actors such as political outsiders (e.g., celebrities) and populist 

movements. By definition, political outsiders do not have a long record of lockstep partisan behavior, 

and for this reason, they might be perceived as more sincere, competent, and in touch with the opinions 
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of ordinary voters. In a similar vein, populist movements are, by definition, strongly oriented towards 

the attitudes of ordinary citizens—often at the expense of “elitist” concerns with political correctness 

or economic feasibility. This article does not contain time series data covering the past decades and 

therefore cannot speak to whether a possible increase in public opposition to politicians’ party loyalty 

over time can account for the rise and timing of these phenomena. However, the findings do cast light 

on why some of the defining characteristics and strategies of these actors appeal to voters over those 

of traditional party politicians.  

The findings also have normative implications for understanding and developing 

democratic theory. The Responsible Party Model and its focus on cohesive parties provides a feasible 

proposition for how to ensure that elites can pass and maintain majorities for policies and that voters 

can hold elites accountable. However, this model does not take citizens’ preferences for political 

representation into account. Of course, this model was developed more than 50 years ago when citizens 

may have had different preferences for the representation and behavior of politicians. Thus, normative 

scholars and practitioners must focus on organizing representation that strikes a balance between 

effective government and accountability, on the one hand, and popular support, on the other hand.  

In closing, and returning to the starting point of this article, the findings raise new 

considerations of how to deal with low public trust in politicians. On the one hand, an immediate 

solution could be to weaken parties’ capacity to enforce loyalty among its members and let politicians 

follow popular demands for party-independent behavior. Indeed, some scholars argue that this is 

already happening. Several recent democratic reforms have decentralized the power within parties 

from the leadership to activists and citizens (e.g., candidate nomination), which weakens the control 

mechanisms parties hold to enforce discipline (Bøggild and Pedersen 2017). In a similar vein, a 

growing literature on personalization of politics argues that political outsiders and populist movements 

without complete and coherent political programs increasingly challenge traditional parties (Balmas 

et al. 2014). On the other hand, such developments might not be a long-term solution to increase 

political trust. When party loyalty decreases, voters face increasing difficulties in holding elites to their 
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election promises. If political elites become able to evade accountability, trust in politicians will likely 

diminish even more. An alternative approach could be to educate the public on the democratic 

functions of political parties and the importance of party cohesiveness. Since relatively little research 

exists on citizens’ general preferences for political representation, we do not know how informed or 

amendable they are and, in turn, if citizens through information can be taught to appreciate the logics 

of party democracy.  
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A) Index of trust in politicians: Operationalization and descriptive statistics 

 

The following four questions from the American National election Study were summarized into an 

additive index to measure trust in politicians. At least two valid responses were required for the 

respondents to obtain a score on the index.  

1. How much of the time do you think you can trust the government in Washington to do what is 

right? 

o None of the time 

o Some of the time 

o Most of the time 

o Just about always 

o Don’t know 

2. Would you say the government is pretty much run by a few big interests looking out for 

themselves, or that it is run for the benefit of all people? 

o Few big interests 

o Benefit of all 

o Don’t know 

3. Do you think that the people in government waste a lot of the money we pay in taxes, wastes 

some of it, or don't waste very much of it? 

o A lot 

o Some 

o Not very much 

o Don’t know 

4. Do you think that quite a few of the people running the government are a little crooked, not 

very many are, or do you think hardly any of them are crooked? 

o Quite a few 

o Not many 

o Hardly any 

o Don’t know 
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Table A1: Descriptive Statistics of political trust index 

 Mean Standard deviation Cronbach’s alpha 

United States 0.19 0.20 0.66 

United Kingdom 0.27 0.24 0.73 

Denmark 0.33 0.25 0.76 

MTurk (US) 0.24 0.22 0.73 

  



 

40 
 

B) Full regression models predicting political trust (Figures 1 and 2) 

Table B1: Regressing political trust on partisan vs. delegate perceptions and preferences and 

control variables by sample. 

 Model I: 

US Sample 

Model II:  

UK Sample 

Model III:  

DK Sample 

Model IV:  

MTurk sample 

     

Preference: Delegate 

Perception: Partisan 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

     

  Preference:  Delegate 

  Perception:  Delegate 

0.086*** 

(0.016) 

0.087*** 

(0.020) 

0.138*** 

(0.024) 

0.109*** 

(0.021) 

     

  Preference: Partisan 

  Perception: Partisan 

0.148*** 

(0.021) 

0.118*** 

(0.020) 

0.102*** 

(0.017) 

0.133*** 

(0.029) 

     

  Preference: Partisan 

  Perception: Delegate 

0.126*** 

(0.026) 

0.056† 

(0.034) 

0.078** 

(0.030) 

0.123*** 

(0.037) 

     

Age -0.001* 

(0.000) 

-0.000 

(0.000) 

-0.001 

(0.001) 

-0.001 

(0.001) 

     

Gender -0.017 

(0.013) 

-0.058*** 

(0.015) 

-0.022 

(0.016) 

-0.018 

(0.017) 

     

Education 0.039 

(0.022) 

0.002 

(0.002) 

0.071* 

(0.028) 

0.018 

(0.032) 

     

Political Sophistication 0.030 

(0.032) 

0.203*** 

(0.034) 

0.041* 

(0.017) 

- 

- 

     

Constant 0.161*** 

(0.032) 

0.120** 

(0.037) 

0.234*** 

(0.032) 

0.230*** 

(0.0333) 

R2 0.090 0.104 0.067 0.074 

N 951 1037 996 685 

Note: Coefficients from OLS regression models with standard errors in parentheses. *p ≤ 0.05; **p 

≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001. All tests are two-sided. Model IV does not include the control variable 

Political Sophistication because this measure was not included in the survey.  
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Table B2: Regressing political trust on partisan vs. trustee perceptions and preferences and 

control variables by sample. 

 Model I: 

US Sample 

Model II:  

UK Sample 

Model III:  

DK Sample 

Model IV:  

MTurk sample 

     

Preference: Trustee 

Perception: Partisan 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

     

  Preference:  Trustee 

  Perception:  Trustee 

0.034* 

(0.017) 

0.057* 

(0.024) 

0.047 

(0.0275) 

0.043† 

(0.024) 

     

  Preference: Partisan 

  Perception: Partisan 

0.056** 

(0.020) 

0.100*** 

(0.018) 

0.097*** 

(0.019) 

0.120*** 

(0.028) 

     

  Preference: Partisan 

  Perception: Trustee 

0.014 

(0.022) 

-0.009 

(0.024) 

-0.021 

(0.026) 

0.039 

(0.030) 

     

Age -0.002** 

(0.000) 

-0.001 

(0.001) 

-0.001* 

(0.001) 

-0.002* 

(0.001) 

     

Gender -0.020 

(0.013) 

-0.060*** 

(0.015) 

-0.015 

(0.016) 

-0.025 

(0.017) 

     

Education 0.034 

(0.023) 

0.002 

(0.002) 

0.079** 

(0.028) 

0.012 

(0.032) 

     

Political Sophistication -0.022 

(0.016) 

0.093*** 

(0.017) 

0.030 

(0.018) 

- 

- 

     

Constant 0.263*** 

(0.031) 

0.152*** 

(0.037) 

0.288*** 

(0.033) 

0.267*** 

(0.0333) 

R2 0.031 0.094 0.049 0.038 

N 951 1037 996 685 

Note: Coefficients from OLS regression models with standard errors in parentheses. *p ≤ 0.05; **p 

≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001. All tests are two-sided. Model IV does not include the control variable 

Political Sophistication because this measure was not included in the survey.  
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C) Effects of party loyalty on support for political decision (Experiments 1 

and 2) 

The following two items were summarized into an additive index measuring support for the political 

decision in the US sample, the UK sample, the Danish sample, and the MTurk sample. The index 

was rescaled 0-1. 

- To what extent do you agree or disagree with Mark Petersen's decision to change the 

restrictions on food irradiation? 

o 0 (Completely disagree) 

o 1 

o 2 

o 3 

o 4 

o 5 (Neither/or) 

o 6 

o 7 

o 8 

o 9 

o 10 (Completely agree) 

- How positively or negatively do you feel about Mark Petersen's decision to change the 

restrictions on food irradiation? 

o 0 (Very negatively) 

o 1 

o 2 

o 3 

o 4 

o 5 (Neither/or) 

o 6 

o 7 

o 8 

o 9 

o 10 (Very positively) 
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Figure C1: Effect of partisan relative to delegate condition on support for political decision 

across preferences for representative styles by sample (Experiment 1) 

 

Note: N(US)=499. N(UK)=537. N(DK)=506. N(MTurk)=1.046. Error bars depict 95% confidence intervals. 
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Figure C2: Effect of partisan relative to trustee condition on support for political decision 

across preferences for representative styles by sample (Experiment 2) 

 

Note: N(US)=501. N(UK)=536. N(DK)=519. N(MTurk)=1.015. Error bars depict 95% confidence intervals. 
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D) Replication of effects of party loyalty on distrust in politician with 

MTurk sample 

 

Figure D1: Effect of partisan relative to delegate condition on trust in politician across 

preferences for representative styles by sample (Experiment 1) 

 

Note: N=1.046. Error bars depict 95% confidence intervals. 

 

 

Figure D2: Effect of partisan relative to trustee condition on trust in politician across 

preferences for representative styles by sample (Experiment 2) 

 

Note: N=1.014. Error bars depict 95% confidence intervals. 
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E) Effects of party loyalty on distrust in politicians across Independent and 

non-Independent respondents 

To ensure that the negative effects of party loyalty were not substantially different among 

Independents, the analyses presented in Figure 5 in the main text were rerun replacing the shared 

party identification variable with a dichotomy distinguishing Independent respondents (coded 1) 

from other respondents (coded 0).  

 As demonstrated in Tables E1 and E2, Independents do not respond differently to 

politicians exhibiting party loyalty, making it meaningful to model the interaction effects presented 

in Figure 5 as linear.   

 

Table E1: Interaction between partisan relative to delegate condition and non-Independent 

relative to Independent respondents on trust in politician (Experiment 1, MTurk sample). 

 

 Trust in politician 

Partisan relative to  

delegate condition 

-0.23*** 

(0.02) 

  

Independents relative  

to other respondents 

-0.03 

(0.04) 

  

Partisan * Independents 0.04 

(0.06) 

  

Constant 0.53*** 

(0.01) 

R2 0.20 

N 707 

Note: Coefficients from OLS regression models with standard errors in parentheses. *p ≤ 0.05; **p 

≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001. All tests are two-sided.  
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Table E2: Interaction between partisan relative to trustee condition and non-Independent 

relative to Independent respondents on trust in politician (Experiment 2, MTurk sample). 

 

 Trust in politician 

Partisan relative to  

delegate condition 

-0.13*** 

(0.02) 

  

Independents relative  

to other respondents 

-0.05 

(0.04) 

  

Partisan * Independents 0.00 

(0.06) 

  

Constant 0.49*** 

(0.02) 

R2 0.07 

N 665 

Note: Coefficients from OLS regression models with standard errors in parentheses. *p ≤ 0.05; **p 

≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001. All tests are two-sided.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


