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Political Representation in Sweden

Soren Holmberg, University of Géteborg

Using interview data from studies with voters and members of parliament, both in 1968/69
and in 1985, Swedish representational democracy is assessed. The analysis focuses on four
linkage processes — social representation, role representation, policy representation and
anticipatory representation. The results are compared with Converse and Pierce's from their
study of political representation in France, In their analysis they find the French system falling
‘short of its potential for much of the electorate much of the time’. Heinz Eulau, in a review
article of Converse and Pierce’s book, goes one step further, branding the French democracy
as clitist and run by unresponsive partics. Looking at the results from the Swedish studies,
an Eulauean conclusion seems a bit drastic, while a verdict of the kind Converse and Pierce
delivered for France may be too lenient. Clearly, the Swedish system is far from any model
of popular representation run from below. A more elitist model, with an emphasis on policy
leadership on the part of the political partics, fits most of our results much better.

Apparently, political representation is an elusive phenomenon. *In spite of
many centuries of theoretical effort’, says Heinz Eulau, ‘we cannot say
what representation is’ (Eulau 1967, 54). Philip Converse and Roy Pierce
are equally harsh in their judgements and talk about the literature on the
concept of political representation as ‘riddled with confusion’ (Converse &
Pierce 1986, 490). Hanna Pitkin, the author of the modern classic, The
Concept of Representation (1967), is also very critical when she summarizes
the literature. Old conceptual pillars like authorization and accountability
she finds formalistic and devoid of content: ‘Neither (concept) can tell us
anything about what goes on during representation, how a representative
ought to act . . . whether he has represented well or badly.’ (Pitkin 1967,
58: Jewell 1983, 304). Notions such as that legislatures should be mirror
images of populations (descriptive representation) and more lofty concepts
like that of symbolic representation are dismissed by Pitkin as unrealistic
and incomplete.

Heinz Eulau continues to be critical and perhaps also puzzled after having
read Converse and Pierce’s book Political Representation in France (1986).
In a review article he still talks about the ‘mystery of representation’ and
wants to jettison most of the ideas about influence from below that he
thinks ‘pervade all of the current models of representative democracy’. A
different model that acknowledges the existence of party elites and the
prevalence of influence from above, is Eulau’s solution. In his view, ‘in all
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modern representative democracies it is the electorate that responds in a
more or less active manner to the elites’ policy initiatives, thus indeed
having some “power™ . . . to hold the elites responsible within a policy
framework set by the elites rather than by the citizenry’ (Eulau 1987, 210~
212).

As a critique of Miller-Stokes congruence model and the application of
it by Converse and Pierce in France, Eulau’s alternate model has merit.
Clearly, the Miller-Stokes model is individualistic. The focus is on the
degree to which individual congressmen represent their constituencies, and
its perspective is influence from below, from voters to representatives. At
least for the French case, Eulau suggests a more collectivistic opinion
formation model in which . . . party elites are the dominant formulators
and proponents of public policies . . .” (211).

Heinz Eulau’s model could be viewed as cynical or realistic, depending
on one’s own perspective, but as a model it is not a novelty; certainly not
in Europe with its tradition of disciplined and ideological parties and
experience with political opinion formation from above. In an American
context, however, it may seem to be a new idea. But, of course, that is not
the case. Eulau’s alternate model has many features in common with the
responsible-party model that has been discussed in the United States at
least since the 1940s.!

Interesting as it may be, the purpose of this article is not to make
statements on varied linkage models or to pursue the generic meaning of
representation. My purpose is more concrete and empirically oriented.
Acknowledging that representation is a multifaceted phenomenon, I will
present some results from an ongoing researth program on national political
representation in a non-French and non-American setting. That setting is
Sweden.

As a Western European nation, the Swedish political system resembles
the French system more than the American. Like France, Sweden has a
multiparty system with extremely cohesive legislative party groups.? But in
contrast to France, Sweden has an extremely stable party system and an
election procedure that puts the parties, not individual candidates, at center
stage.” Thus, the Swedish system, even more than the French, is a case
where some kind of a collectivist representation model centered on the
political parties clearly is a more viable alternative than various forms of
individualistic representation models.

Although results from other democratic countries will be discussed most
of my data originate from two Swedish representational studies, one per-
formed in the late 1960s and the other in the middle of the 1980s. In both
instances the data consist of a study with members of the Riksdag and
interviews with a sample of the electorate.* Data from both mass and elite
levels are a necessity since all models of representation have a relational
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character, ultimately dealing with influence or power distributions across
levels.

Since representation is a complex phenomenon it can not be approached
head-on, especially if one wants to address empirical questions. The
approach has to be more restricted and gradual, studying various aspects
step by step. Therefore, I have limited my analysis to four representational
processes in this article, starting traditionally with social representation,
moving to role representation and policy representation, and ending more
speculatively with anticipatory representation.?®

Studying social representation — the degree to which elected rep-
resentatives have the same socio-economic traits as the electorate — is not
an entirely idle endeavor. The mirroring aspect of social representation is
not without intrinsic value. But, admittedly, mirroring studies are a bit flat
if they are not coupled with analyses of whether different social traits mean
anything when it comes to policies and decisions in parliaments. Therefore,
our study will comprise both an analysis of the extent to which the social
composition of the Swedish Riksdag reflects the social make-up of the
electorate, as well as an analysis of the relationship between recruitment
and policy attitudes and power positions in the Riksdag.

Social representation has been called ‘standing-for’ representation, in
contrast to ‘acting-for' representation, which involves concrete actions and
a will to represent (Pitkin 1967). The role-analytical approach to analyzing
representation has developed this idea further. The central thought is that
representatives’ will to represent constituents or other groups is a crucial
ingredient in any representational process. John Wahlke and Heinz Eulau,
who pioneered these kinds of ideas, made a distinction between various
segments of the representatives’ roles, including a party-role segment, a
pressure group-rele segment, and a representational-role segment (Wahlke
et al. 1962; Wahlke 1987). The latter segment is the one that most often
has been picked up by other researchers, although the original distinction
between the style of representation (trustee, delegate) and the focus of
representation (district, party, pressure group etc.) has not always been
maintained. However, in our analysis of Swedish legislators’ role con-
ceptions the distinction will be used and we will ask what difference, if any,
different role preferences make to various forms of behavior in the Riksdag.

But, as Converse and Pierce point out, the will to represent is not a ‘sine
gua non for judging that any representation worthy of the name is occurring’
(Converse & Pierce 1986, 664). Representation, even acting-for rep-
resentation, can take place without an intention to be responsible to a
constituency. The obvious case is when representatives have the same
policy stances as their constituents and follow their conscience when acting
in parliament. Thus, policy congruence between legislators and the elec-
torate could be one route toward creating a correspondence between
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legislative actions and the wishes of the people. Such a correspondence
could be called decisional representation, to be distinguished from policy
representation, which involves issue opinions but no actions. Not-
withstanding its importance, decisional representation, or the basic rep-
resentation bond, as Converse and Pierce call it, will not be studied in this
context. The analysis will be confined to the easier task of studying policy
representation. Since the Swedish elite and mass studies included a large
number of identically worded issue questions, it is possible to measure the
extent of policy representation through direct comparisons between average
issue positions of legislators and voters. Thus, the measures we will be
dealing with are measures of collective representation.® They involve the
comparison of the entire Riksdag with the entire electorate, or comparisons
of legislative party groups with their respective voter groups in the elec-
torate.

A high degree of policy congruence between leaders and voters does not
guarantee decisional representation, although it is usually a good beginning.
On the other hand, lack of policy congruence does not preclude decisional
representation. There are other representational processes that can con-
tribute to decisional representation when the route through policy rep-
resentation fails. The most effective of those alternative routes is
representation through successful use of the technique of anticipation on
the part of the representatives. Anficipatory representation occurs when
legislators accurately read the mind of the people and perform accordingly.
Going back to the discussion above about representational roles, it is
obvious that a will to represent must be present in order for anticipatory
representation to work. Hypothetically, delegate role preferences should
be more conducive to anticipatory representation than, for example, trustee
role preferences. However, a will to represent, no matter how fervent, will
not suffice if the representatives’ perceptions of their constituents’ attitudes
are inaccurate. In other words, anticipatory representation presupposes a
good elite knowledge of voter sentiments. Representatives with accurate
perceptions of their constituents’ opinions could, if they so choose, provide
a high degree of decisional representation. Knowledge and accurate per-
ceptions become key concepts. Without accurate elite knowledge of what
the voters wish, there can be no successful anticipatory representation. Of
course, the importance of the elite knowledge factor has not escaped
previous students of political representation.” Politicians’ perceptions of
district sentiments is one of the four corners in Miller and Stokes’ diamond
model of representation (Miller & Stokes 1963), and Converse and Pierce
(1986, ch. 20) devote a whole chapter in their book on French representation
to elite knowledge of constituency sentiments. Thus, our analysis of the
extent to which Swedish legislators correctly perceive the issue opinions of
the electorate and of their own voters will not break new ground. But,
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hopefully, it will give insights into how powerful the tendency to wishful
thinking and perceptual distortion can be, even in a system characterized
by strong disciplined parties.

Social Representation

The occupational composition of the Swedish Riksdag has changed rather
drastically since democracy and universal suffrage were accomplished in
the beginning of this century. The direction of change, however, has not
been in substituting members with humble social origins for members from
the upper or upper middle classes. That has not occurred. The proportion
of working class members in the Riksdag, for example, was about the same
in 1985 (9 percent) as in 1912 (8 percent), and the proportion of managers
and professionals has not decreased; it was 27 percent both in 1912 and in
1985, Instead, the most important change that has occurred is that members
with a background as farmers have almost disappeared in the Riksdag and
have been replaced by full-time politicians. The farmers’ share of the
membership has decreased from 40 percent in 1912 to 7 percent in 1985,
At the same time, the proportion of career politicians has increased from
5 percent in 1912 to 28 percent in 1985.

Looking at the family background of members gives the same picture.,
The social base of the Riksdag has not been broadened. The proportion of
members brought up in working class families was roughly the same in the
1930s as in the 1980s (around 30 percent), while the percentage of members
from upper middle class homes has increased somewhat, from 12 percent
in 1937 to 19 percent in 1985.

If the decline of the farmers and the rise of full-time politicians is the
most conspicuous change in the recruitment pattern to the Riksdag, another
trend is perhaps the most politically important, at least at a symbolic level.
That trend is the increased recruitment of members with a background in
the public sector, although members from the private sector were still a
majority in 1985.

It is an exaggeration to declare that Swedish members of parliament
constitute a social elite. On the other hand, it is equally wrong to claim
that they are ‘an average mixture of ordinary people’, as Harold Laski once
asserted that British parliamentarians were.® Of course Laski was wrong,.
British MPs, like Swedish members of the Riksdag, are not proportionally
recruited from all relevant groups in society. They, like most other legis-
lators in the world, are primarily recruited from more privileged groups.

In the Swedish case age, occupation, ownership of dwelling place and
level of education were the socio-economic circumstances in which members
differed most from the electorate (see Tables 2 and 3). Compared to the
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Table 1. Occupational Composition of the Swedish Riksdag 1906=1985 ( percent).

Occupation 1906 1912 1922 1933 1937 1949 1961 1959 1985
Proflessionals/managers 0 27 20 18 23 25 3 31 27
White collar/small entreprencurs 6 20 260 23 22 20 21 24 29
Farmers 0 40 I7T 3T M 26 17 16 7
Workers 2 8 12 16 13 11 5 7 Q
Full-time politicians 2 5 5 6 8 18 26 22 28

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Scector 1906 1912 1922 1933 1937 1949 19461 1969 1985

Public 25 20 23 17 23 20 23 —  4a

Private I3 80 77 83 0T 80 7T — 54
Total 10 100 100 100 100 1) 100 — 100

Corment: The results for the years 1906-1961 pertain only to the second chamber of the
Riksdag and are based on data reported in Skéld and Halvarsson (1966). The resulis for 1969
{second chamber) and 1985 originate from our Riksdag Studies. Most of the time and for
1985 all of the time, the reported occupations are the ones the members had when first
entering the Riksdag. A few persons not gainfully employed have been excluded from the
analysis. Full-time politicians have been defined as persons employed in political positions by
local governments (e.g. kommunalrid), or persons employed by the parties and certain
interest organizations (e.g. labour unions). Comparable information on public/private sector
background is missing for 1969, For further details see Holmberg and Esaiasson's book De
Folkvalda (1988) ch. 6.

electorate, members were more likely to be middle aged, have upper middle
class occupations, own as opposed to rent their dwelling place, and have a
higher education.

Other socio-economic factors that were investigated (including gender,
occupational sector, dwelling place in a home or in an apartment, religion,
and father’s occupation) revealed comparatively smaller differences
between Riksdagen and the electorate. However, the differences that
existed indicated that members as compared to voters more often were
men, worked in the public sector, lived in private homes, were frequent
church goers, and grew up in the middle class.

Moving away from descriptive social representation to questions per-
taining to the relationships between recruitment and behaviors of legislators
does not necessarily mean that things get more exciting. Summarizing the
predominantly American literature on the connections between recruitment
and behavior of legislators in the Handbook of Legistative Research (1985),
Donald Matthews reveals some disappointment when he states that
‘. . . viewed as independent variables explaining the behavior of legislators
or as inputs shaping legislative systems, recruitment has been pretty much
a wash’ (p. 42).
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Table 2. The Swedish Riksdag 1985: Social Representativeness { percent).

Percentage among Percentage among
Social group members of Riksdagen eligible voters Difference
Gender
men 64 S0 19
women 31 50
Age proup
18-40 11 46
4160 78 31 47
[ e 11 23
Father's occupation
worker 33 45
white collar 35 19 16
enlreprencur 11 13
farmer 21 23
Member's own occupation
worker 9 41
white collar 77 47 34
entreprencur 7 9 -
farmer 7 3
Sector
public 46 41 5
private 34 39 )
Education
low 19 47
middle 27 26 28
high 34 27
Dwelling place
rent 15 39
own 85 61 24
Religion
church poer 44 34 10
non-church goer 36 %3}

Comment: The difference measure is defined as hall the summed absolute percentage
difference between the distributions of members and voters. A value of 0 (zero) indicates a
perfect congruence while 100 indicates a maximum difference. For details about how the
various social groups have been defined see Holmberg and Esaiasson (1988) ch. 6. Information
on father's occupation for voters is taken from the 1979 Election Study,

Matthews negative conclusion is to a degree valid also for Sweden. Socio-
economic background variables like gender, age, occupation, education
etc. are not important explanatory variables for attitudes or behaviors of
Swedish members of parliament. But, on the other hand, they are not
totally uninteresting either. Some rather strong relationships do exist.

In order to give recruitment a fair shake we studied the relationship
between a large number of social variables (eight in all} and a whole set of
different issue items and ideological left-right scales (twenty-three in all)
in a series of bivariate analyses both within party groups and in the entire
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Table 3. Occupational Composition of Riksdagen and the Electorate in 1985 ( percent).

Percentage among Pereentage among
Occupation members of Riksdagen cligible voters

Workers in manufacturing 6 17
Workers in service sector 3 24
Lower white collar 3 13
Middle white collar 22 21
Professionals/managers 27 15
Small entrepreneurs 4 7
Farmers 7 3
Full-time politicians 28 —

Total 100 100

Comment: Occupation for members is defined as occupation at the time of the first entry
into the Riksdag, The results pertain only to gainfully employed persons (members and
voters). What is meant by full-time politicians is explained in Table 1. For more details on
how the occupations have been classified see Holmberg, Gilljam and Oskarson (1988),

Riksdag. In order to avoid being confined to studying only attitudes as
dependent variables, we also analyzed how the various social background
variables were related to the members’ formal power positions in the
Riksdag.”

The results were fairly easy to interpret. In most cases there were no
interesting relationships, either in the entire Riksdag or within the different
party groups. The average correlations between the issue variables and the
social variables was a mere 0.06 for the Riksdag as a whole and only
between 0.02 and 0.04 within the larger parties.'® The comparative results
for the relationship between the social variables and the power position
index were slightly more interesting, with somewhat higher correlations,
especially within party groups.

However, some of the results we found were not without relevance. For
example, there existed a rather clear relationship between gender and
policy position on issues. Compared to men, women members in all parties
had a tendency to be more negative to nuclear power plants, more interested
in spending money on environmental protection, more positive toward
social welfare programs, and more conservative on moral matters."" Fur-
thermore, in terms of left-right ideological position, the female Social
Democratic members were somewhat to the left of their Social Democratic
male colleagues. Thus, in addition to the norm of equality, whether men
or women are recruited to the Riksdag is not totally inconsequential, and
may have some policy implications.

The relationship between occupation and left-right attitudes was less
pronounced in 1985, than it was in the Riksdag Study of 1969, but the basic
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pattern is still the same. Professionals and full-time politicians tend to be
to the left in the parties, while farmers and businessmen gravitate to the
right. When it comes to workers as a group, they tend to be the most left-
oriented in the Riksdag. However, since most of them are Social Demo-
crats, that result reflects party influence more than class influence. Within
the Social Democratic Party members from the working class did not lean
to the left, on the contrary, they were slightly to the right both in 1969 and
1985.

Occupation also proved to be a relevant factor in analyzing the members’
power positions, particularly within the bourgeois parties. In the Liberal
and Conservative Parties, full-time politicians had the highest number of
formal power positions, while businessmen and farmers had the least. The
result was reversed among Center Party members. As the former Agrarian
Party, in the Center Party farmers still retain more power positions than full-
time politicians. The relationships were weaker among Social Democratic
members. But, ironically, within the Social Democratic Party working class
members were the occupational group with the fewest number of formal
power positions.

Role Representation

Swedish members of parliament are primarily party representatives. They
are elected on party ballots and they almost always vote according to the
party line in parliamentary roll calls. Without doubt, the parties, not the
individual members, are the principal actors in the Riksdag.

The party dominance, however, does not seem to bother most members.
When asked about representational focus, a clear majority of members (77
percent) viewed working for their own party’s program as a very important
task. Other tasks or focuses we asked about, were less popular. An errand-
boy focus ran a distant second, with 48 percent of the members asserting
that solving problems for individual constituents was a very important duty
for them. A district focus, working for the interests of one’s own local
constituency, came in third (44 percent). Focusing on representing various
interest groups (wage earners, business, farmers, women etc.) was the least
popular among the ones we asked about. Fewer than a quarter of the
members considered interest group representation a very important task.

A representational focus on the party program does not necessarily mean
that the representational style also has to be party oriented. At least in
theory, it is conceivable to combine a party focus with a trustee style of
representation. But, as expected, when it comes to representatives of
flesh and blood, there exists a rather pronounced correlation between
representational focus and representational style. Swedish members who
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Table 4. Normative Representational Roles Viewed from Riksdagen and the Electorate
( percent).

Percentage among Percentage among
Preferred role members of Riksdagen eligible voters
Party loyalist role 51 14
Trustee role 34 30
Delegate role 15 56
Total 100 100

Commeni: The analysis draws on data from three interview questions put both to members
of Riksdagen and cligible voters in the 1985 Election Study. The questions were of the
following kind: How should a member of Riksdagen vote if his own opinion does not coincide
with that of his party? Should he follow his own conscience or the party line? The opinion of
his own party’s voters in his district was, in turn, pitted against party standpoint and members’
own opinion in two subsequent questions. The question technigque makes it possible to extract
rank-orderings. A person preferring a party loyalist role puts party standpoint ahead of both
own opinion and voters’ opinion while a person preferring a frustee role ranks own conscience
higher. Members and voters who support a defegate rofe place voters' opinion on top, ahead
of both party standpoint and own conscience. Persons who did not answer all three questions
in an unambiguous and transitive way are excluded from the analysis, However, roughly 65
percent of both members and voters were retained after applying this yardstick. For further
information see Holmberg and Esaiasson (1988) ch. 2.

focus on representing the party have a clear tendency to also favor the
party loyalist role over the trustee or delegate role.

Our analysis of preferred representational styles involved both members
and the electorate. Three interview questions with forced-choice alterna-
tives were used to elicit people’s normative conceptions of which repre-
sentational roles legislators ought to follow in parliament. The questions
were of the following kind: How should a member vote if one’s own opinion
does not coincide with that of one’s party? Should he go ‘with his own
conscience or with his party? The opinion of his local constituents was, in
turn, matched against party and conscience in two subsequent questions.

The three-piece question technique makes it possible to extract rank-
orderings and use them to designate role preferences. A party loyalist is a
person who puts party standpoint ahead of both own conscience and
constituents’ opinion, while a frustee and a delegate, respectively, ranks
own conscience and voters’ opinion highest.

Among members, the party loyalist role was clearly the most popular,
although its dominance was not overpowering. A narrow majority of the
members preferred the party loyalist role (51 percent), while 34 percent
supported the trustee role and 15 percent the delegate role.'* Thus, Edmund
Burke, the most renowned among advocates of the trustee role, still has,
at least in theory and when talking to political scientists, a substantial
number of supporters among Swedish members of parliament.
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Burkean individualism was also quite popular among the voters. A
substantial 30 percent preferred the trustee role in the electorate. The
trustee role was not the one most supported among voters, however. That
position was occupied by the delegate role. A majority of the Swedish
public (56 percent) preferred the members to assume a delegate role.!?
Thus, the congruence between the role preferences of the members and
the electorate was, indeed, very poor.

The Swedish results are not unique, either on the elite level or on the
level of the mass electorate. The party loyalist role is the dominant one in
many, although not all, studies on European legislators. And mass publics,
both in Europe and in the United States, tend to prefer their representatives
to assume delegate or trustee roles instead of the party loyalist role.'
Regrettably differing question wordings preclude more detailed com-
parisons across countries and political systems. Role preferences are rather
esoteric phenomena, and as such are very sensitive to how interview
questions are phrased.'?

Traditionally in Europe, the party loyalist role has been more readily
accepted among socialist representatives than among centrist or con-
servative parliamentarians. Non-socialist members usually tend to be more
oriented toward the trustee role. Thus, to a large extent, role preferences
among European lawmakers have been tied in to the left-right cleavage.
In the 1969 Riksdag Study that was clearly the case, with a much stronger
support for the party loyalist role among Socialist members than among
Bourgeois members.

However, in 1985 much of this difference had disappeared. The party
loyalist role had become more accepted, especially among non-socialist
members, resulting in a weakened correlation between role preferences
and the ideological left-right cleavage. For example, in 1985 the party
loyalist role was as much supported among Conservative members as among
Social Democratic and Communist members. Most supportive of the old
bourgeois pro-individualistic and anti-party role conception were the mem-
bers of the centrist Liberal Party.'®

With a dwindling connection between role preference and ideological
position, it is an open question what the varied role convictions mean when
it comes to legislative actions in the Riksdag. As Converse and Pierce put
it when discussing the behavioral consequences of different representational
styles, ‘the proof of the pudding is often taken to be the degree of fit
between verbal responses . . . and . .. actual choice behavior’. In the
French case Converse and Pierce tend to view their often very weak
correlations as proof of the meaningfulness of the role constructs. In
Sweden, by contrast there is no doubt that the representational roles, as
we have operationalized them here, are fairly uninteresting as predictors
of the members’ behavior or attitudes.'”
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Swedish members of parliament, no matter whether they suscribe to a
delegate, a trustee, or a party loyalist role, do not behave much differently
on roll calls or in other forms of legislative behavior. Thus, in most cases,
the various role convictions serve only a decorative function. They are
worn like ceremonial robes in church.

This being said, it has to be acknowledged that even if most correlations
between role preferences and various forms of behavior and preferences
are dismally weak among Swedish members, the directions of the cor-
relations are usually the expected ones. For example, members in all parties
supporting the individualistic trustee role show a slightly lower degree of
party fidelity on roll calls than party loyalists (Holmberg 1976, 24). Also,
similar to Converse and Pierce’s findings for France, members in Sweden
leaning toward a delegate role preference, are a little better at accurately
perceiving voter sentiments than other members.'®

Notwithstanding these weak correlations, it is quite clear that rep-
resentation role preferences are not important determinants of legislative
behavior among Swedish members of parliament. As a consequence, role
representation is not a very useful concept in studying political rep-
resentation in Sweden.

Policy Representation

In a democratic system like the Swedish one, based on party representation,
a high degree of policy congruence between representatives and the elec-
torate is not an obvious result. The reason is simple, although often
overlooked. Aggregation and articulation of public sentiments is not the
only function of parties. Besides mirroring attitudes in the electorate,
parties are also supposed to mold public opinion. Populist notions of party
representation tend to stress the first function, while elitist notions lean
toward the second. The important point, however, is that both functions
are integrated and legitimate tasks in party-based democratic systems.

Going back to policy congruence, the connection between degree of
congruence and the function the parties emphasize is readily observable.
We expect policy agreement between elite and mass to be comparatively
low when the parties engage in opinion formation and try to change the
will of the people. On the other hand, when parties are content with
mirroring existing opinions, we expect higher degrees of policy congruence.
Expressed differently and in terms of policy agreement within parties, we
expect parties interested in preserving the status quo to exhibit higher
degrees of congruence that parties who try to change society more or less
radically.

Looking at the empirical results on policy congruence in Sweden the
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most immediate problem is not the relevance of the above mentioned
theoretical notions. Instead, the most pressing problem is a methodological
one. Before we can start discussing different levels of policy congruence
we must have valid and easily interpretable measurements. Since we are
dealing with collective representation, correlation measures of the indi-
vidual kind originated by Miller-Stokes and used by Converse and Pierce
in their French study, will not do. The solution has to be some kind of
proximity measures that indicate the distance or discrepancy between the
opinions of groups of members and groups of voters.

Three such measures are presented in Table 5. They are applied to the
results from twenty identically phrased issue questions posed to both voters
and members of Riksdagen in 1985. The most complicated, but also the
most analytically useful of the measures is the means difference measure.
It shows the average divergence of members’ and voters’ opinions when
response alternatives on all issue items have been scaled between 1 and 5,
with 3 indicating middle positions, and excluding don’t knows. Theor-
etically, the means difference measure can vary between 0.0 (perfect
congruence) and 4.0 (maximum difference). The two other measures are
more easily interpretable. The percentage difference measure indicates the
averaged difference between members’ and voters’ answers to dichotomized
issue question, after don’t knows and persons with middle positions (3s)
have been excluded. The third measure, proportion of issues displaying
different majority positions among members and voters, is calculated from
the results of the dichotomized item analysis. And, as for the percentage
difference measure, zero (0) indicates perfect congruence and 100 maximum
difference.

Compared across issues or across parties, the three measures yield
roughly the same results, which, of course, is comforting. However, if we
are interested in evaluating the level of policy congruence, none of the
measures is very helpful per se. We need relevant reference points before
we can determine whether policy agreement between representatives and
voters is high or low in Sweden.

Comparison with other countries is one such obvious reference point.
The regrettable drawback with that possibility is that representational
studies are still an underdeveloped research area, with few studies done
and a slow development of measures useful in across-country comparisons.
For example, when policy congruence is measured, many studies are usually
based on very few issue questions, making generalizations very hazardous.
The classical Miller-5tokes study included only three issue areas, Charles
Backstrom, in a study of collective policy congruence in the United States,
used six different issues, while Converse and Pierce in their French study
utilized more issue items, but only five of them were worded identically in
the mass—elite surveys.'?
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Table 5. Average Policy Congruence between Members of the Swedish Riksdag and Eligible
Voters in 1985,

Proportion of issues

Average difference exhibiting different
between Average difference majority positions
mean positions on between among members and
Party 20 issues percent distributions eligible voters { percent)
vpk 09 19 15
5 0.7 25 15
¢ 0.4 14 15
fp 0.5 16 10
m 0.7 20 15
Ower all 0.4 15 30

Comment: The analysis draws on results from 20 issue questions put to both members of
Riksdagen and a sample of eligible voters in 1985. The three different measures of policy
congruence are constructed as follows: The means difference measure shows the divergence
between members” and voters” opinions when all ssee items have been scaled between 1-5,
with 3 as a middle alternative but excluding don't knows. The measure can vary between 0.0
{ perfect congruence) and 4.0 {maximum difference). The percentage difference measure is
calculated as half the summed difference between members’ and voters' answers to dich-
otomized issue questions after don’t knows and persons without clear issue positions (3s) have
been excluded. Zero () stands for perfect congruence and 100 for maximum policy difference.
The third measure, proportion of ssues displaying different majority positions among members
and voters, is based on the results from the analysis of the dichotomized items. As for the
previous measure zero (0) stands for perfect congruence and 100 for maximum policy
difference. The initials for the partics are the ones commonly used in Sweden: wpk =
Communist Party; s = Social Democratic Party; ¢ = Center Party; fp = Liberal Party; and
m = Conservative Party. For more details see Holmberg and Esaiasson (1988) ch. 4.

Backstrom studied the Ninety-Second Congress, elected in 1970, and
found an average difference of 11 percentage points, between the public’s
opinion and that of House members. The comparable result for Senate
members was 20 percentage points. Although a bit speculative, a com-
parison with the Swedish results in Table 5 shows the level of average policy
congruence between the Riksdag and the electorate to be in the same range
as the American results. The average difference between the electorate’s
and the members’ opinions across the twenty issue questions was 15 per-
centage points in 1985.%°

Converse and Pierce did not rely totally on correlational measures in
their French study. They also reported some results pertaining to collective
policy congruence, which makes a tentative comparison between French
and Swedish congruence levels possible. A recomputation of our means
difference measure to make it comparable with the standardized measure
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Converse and Pierce uses gives an average value across twenty issues of
(.33 for Sweden. The average French result for the five position questions
(all dealing with European integration) included in Converse and Pierce’s
study is almost exactly the same, 0.34.2!

Admittedly crude as these comparisons are, nevertheless, they give us
some apprehension of the level of policy congruence in Sweden. And the
results imply that Swedish congruence is not very different from what has
been found in other countries. Apparently, it is no higher than in political
systems like the French or the American, but neither is it lower.

However, across-country comparisons are not the only possible reference
point. Another obvious reference point is to compare congruence levels
across time. The most evident problem with such a strategy is that the
results most certainly will be affected by which issue questions are included
in the comparisons. In all political systems, policy focus and disputed issue
areas change over time, meaning that the number of sampled issues must
be fairly large in order to avoid haphazard results.

Since the number of issues included in the Swedish Representation
Studies was not forbiddingly small — twenty issue questions were included
both in 1985 and in 1968/69 — a comparison should not be too risky,
although only two of the twenty issues were the same and identically
phrased across the years.

Given the methodological uncertainty of the comparison, it is reassuring
to find a close resemblance between the measured levels of policy congru-
ence in 1968/69 and in 1985. Across the years all of our three measures of
congruence show very similar results, both on the level of the entire Riksdag
and on the level of the individual parties. Furthermore, the small uniform
displacement that is discernable is an expected one. Many of the changes
that have taken place in the Swedish political system since the late 1960s —
most importantly the constitutional reform which made elections more
frequent and increased the proportionality between votes cast and seats
received in the Riksdag — would lead one to expect a shift toward a higher
degree of policy congruence.?? And that is exactly what we find in the
results. The average percentage difference between the opinions of mem-
bers and the electorate has decreased from 20 percentage points in 1968/
69 to 15 in 1985.2* Moreover, the shift is not restricted to the results for
the comparison between all members and the entire electorate. It is also
observable within all parties, with the possible exception of the Con-
servative Party, which exhibits roughly the same level of within-party policy
congruence across the years.

No doubt, comparing levels of congruence across countries or across
years in the same country are relevant and a worthwhile endeavor. But if
one i1s interested in the more fundamental and evaluative question, whether
or not given levels of congruence are to be considered high or low, the
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across-country Or across-time comparisons are not always helpful. For
example, is an average difference of 15 percentage points between
members’ and voters’ issue opinions (the Swedish result for 1985), in an
absolute sense, to be evaluated as a high or a low level of congruence?

Using the notion of random sampling, and comparing the 15 percentage
points difference with the average percentage difference we would expect
to find if all members of the Riksdag (349) were selected randomly, instead
of through the electoral process, the answer 1s that an average percentage
difference of 15 points indicates a fairly low level of policy congruence.
The possibility of getting a 15 percentage points attitude difference between
the Riksdag and the electorate, if the members were chosen by a random
process, is very small, less than one in a thousand.

The impression that our results do not indicate high levels of policy
congruence is strengthened when one reflects upon the fact that no less
than a third of the studied issue questions, both in 1968/69 and in 1985,
displayed different majority positions among members and the electorate.
It is difficult to reconcile a result like that with any notions of high degrees
of policy representation. A contrary evaluation seems more apt.

When empirical levels of policy congruence brought about by the repre-
sentational system are markedly lower than would be the case if member
selection were done randomly, there is little doubt that the democratic
processes that tend to produce issue agreement between elite and mass
have been less successful than the democratic processes that produce
attitude differences between representatives and the electorate. Looking
at the results across parties and across different issue areas gives clear cues
as to what processes have been at work, producing opinion differences
between electors and elected. Without simplifying too much, it is obvious
that a pronounced tendency to policy lecadership, sometimes combined with
failed opinion formation efforts on the part of the political parties, goes a
long way in explaining the rather poor congruence results in Sweden.

For example, a number of the issue questions exhibiting low degrees of
policy agreement are typical policy leadership issues in which the party
elites — most often the Social Democrats — have long since been struggling
with recalcitrant voters. Among issues of this kind are long-lasting conflicts
like the ones over commercial television, the level of welfare benefits and
the wage earners’ funds.?® On other less politicized issues — a question
about the future high-tech society can serve as an example - it is quite
probable that the Riksdag opinion is much more informed and therefore
ahead of public opinion. The high-tech issue question exhibited by far the
lowest congruence level in our 1985 Representation Study, with members
being much more positive toward the future high-tech society, and the
general public being more negative and reluctant toward the changes.

That policy leadership and a will to change existing circumstances are
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relevant factors is also indicated by the fact that the lowest levels of within-
party congruence were exhibited by the parties on the wings of the dominant
left-right dimension, i.e. within the Communist and Social Democratic
Parties to the left and within the Conservative Party to the right. On
average, policy congruence was higher within the Center and Liberal
Parties, the ‘middle parties’ in Swedish politics. A reasonable explanation
for this U-shaped congruence pattern is that parties located toward the
wings of a policy dimension have to stress policy leadership and opinion
formation more than centrist parties. Parties at the wings more often find
themselves in situations where they have to try to influence public opinion,
either promoting or checking change.

Obviously a center—periphery explanation of this kind is dimension
specific and has to be tested on different policy dimensions, not just on the
left-right cleavage. However, the dominance of the left-right dimension in
Swedish politics makes such a task difficult, since most issues are more or
less tapped into the left-right cleavage structure. But thanks to the rather
recent emergence of a green policy dimension, cross-cutting the old left—
right cleavage, it is possible, even in Sweden, to test the center-periphery
hypothesis on more than one policy dimension.”

Nicely U-shaped, the curves in Fig. 1 lend support to the notion that
centrist parties on different policy dimensions tend to be closer to their
voters’ opinions than parties toward the wings.

The presence of a U-shaped pattern is clearly discernable, both on the
two highly interrelated left-right policy dimensions (the social welfare
dimension and the public vs. private sector dimension) and on the green
dimension.?® The Center Party, located toward the middle on the two left—
right policy areas and toward the ecology wing on the green dimension and
the Social Democrats, placed toward the left wing on welfare and public
vs. private sector issues and toward the middle on the green dimension are
the pivotal cases. Consequently, it is reassuring to notice that the congru-
ence levels across the dimensions for both these parties are the expected
ones, even in an absolute sense. The Center Party displayed higher average
levels of congruence between elite and mass on left-right issues than on
green issues, while Social Democrats exhibited exactly the opposite pattern,
with more agreement on environmental issues than on left-right issues.

Impressive as they are, it must not be forgotten, however, that our results
only pertain to one year and one specific study. The support for the center—
periphery hypothesis is less unequivocal if one looks at other Swedish and
international studies.?” For example, in the 1968/69 Representation Study,
the Conservative Party — not the middle parties — was the party closest to
its voters on public vs. private sector issues, while on social welfare issues
Social Democrats and Communists displayed higher degrees of policy
congruence than any of the three Bourgeois parties, whether they were
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Partv Ordering on Environmental Issues

Fig. 1. Degree of Policy Congru-
ence in Three [ssue Areas among
Parties with Extreme Policy Posi-
tions vs. Parties with more Cen-
trally Located Positions (average
differences between means).

Comment:  The public/private
issues comprise six items, the social
welfare issues three items and the
environmental issues four items.
The over-all average policy dif-
ferences were 0.33 for the public/
private issues; 0.57 for the social
welfare issues; and 0.45 for the
environmental issues. The
environmental issues are broadly
defined including items about tech-
nology, economic growth and
nuclear power as well as an ilem
about a more environmentally
oriented  society. . For further
details see Holmberg and Esaias-
son (1988}, ch. 4.



centrist or not. Thus, the U-shaped curves for within-party congruence
levels in the Swedish Representational Study of 1985 are not necessarily
generalizable. They may have been a historic coincidence.

Changing perspective from average levels of congruence, which dis-
regards in what policy directions elite and mass opinions differ, to a study
of how members and voters are located vis-a-vis each other on the left-
right dimension, gives us yet another opportunity to analyze the center—
periphery relationships from a slightly different angle.

Contrary to the evidence from most American and European repre-
sentational studies, which emphasize the polarization of party elites com-
pared to party voters on left-right issues, the Swedish system in 1968/69,
was characterized by a systematic displacement of each member group to
the left of its voters.?® The ideological distances between the positions of
members and voters varied systematically with the left-right locations of
the parties. Communist and Social Democratic members were, on the
average, more to the left of their voters than members of the middle parties,
who, in turn, were more to the left of their voters than the Conservative
members. Thus, in the late 1960s, Swedish politics was distinguished by a
system with left-leaning elites in all parties. Jorgen Westerstihl, meta-
phorically, compared the system to a field of corn with all ears billowing
to the left (Westerstihl & Johansson 1981, §7).

That metaphor is not applicable to Sweden anymore, however. A quite
different system has emerged during the 1980s. A model with more ideo-
logically polarized party elites than party voters — much like the typical
American result — has replaced the left-leaning model from the 1960s.

In the 1985 study, socialist members are still to the left of their voters,
while bourgeois members now are to the right of their voters. Morcover,
the average ideological distances between party eclites and voters have
changed too. The Conservative Party no longer reveals the closest resem-
blance between voters’ and members’ left-right locations. That distinction
has been taken over by the Center Party, thereby changing the structure
of within-party elite-mass distances into a very distinct center—periphery
model, with more elite-mass similarity among centrist parties than among
the parties toward either wing of the left-right dimension. Accordingly,
Westerstahl has changed his metaphor, now comparing the system to an
open fan, with the socialist members displaced to the left and the Con-
servative members to the right (p. 87).

Rather dramatic shifts in the ideological positions of both members and
voters are behind these changes in the relationships between elite and mass
in Sweden. Acknowledging that the results for the studies in 1968/69 and
in 1985 to a large extent were based on different sets of left-right issue
items, and hence cautioning us against too many detailed comparisons,
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Fig. 2. ldeclogical Left-Right Positions: Within-Party Agreement between Members of
Riksdagen and Voters in 1968/69 and in 1985 (mean positions on left-right attitude indices).
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Comment: The results are based on two left=right attitude indices, one for 1968/69 constructed
from 15 issue questions and one for 1985 constructed from 12 issue questions. Two of the
items are the same between 1968/69 and 1985, all the rest differ between the years. Both
indices vary between 1,00 ( far left) and 5.00 (far right). For more details about the 1968/60
results see Holmberg, Riksdagen representerar svenska folker (1974) ch. 3. For further details
on the 1985 results, see Holmberg and Esaiasson (1988) ch. 4.

nevertheless, the over-all scope and direction of the changes can hardly be
doubted.?’

Comparing the late 1960s and the middle 1980s Swedish opinion has
moved to the right, most noticeably among legislators of the Bourgeois
parties, but also among voters, both in the Socialist and the Bourgeois bloc.
Even Socialist legislators shifted their average positions a bit to the right,
if we can believe the exact measurements. The most important effect of
these changes is an increased ideological distance between the two blocs in
Swedish politics, especially in parliament, substituting the model with left-
leaning party elites for a model with more clearly polarized party elites
than party voters.>®

The pre-eminence of the new elite-polarized model is further underlined
if we do not restrict the analysis to the relationship between legislators and
ordinary voters. Segmenting the electorate according to degree of political
involvement shows the pervasiveness of the elite polarized model. Clearly,
what John May has called *the special law of curvilinear disparity’ of opinion
structures within parties, is not a fitting description of our results (May
1973).

Compared to party activists and party members, representatives were
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Fig. 3. Average Left-Right Attitude Position in 1985 among Members of Riksdagen, Members
of the Parties and Party Voters (mean positions).
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Cortment: The left—right attitude index varies between 1.00 {far left) and 5.00 (far right).
Information on party membership and party activity comes from interview questions in the
1985 Election Study. Party members make up 16 percent of all eligible voters while active
party members make up 37 percent of all party members and 6 percent of all eligible voters,
For more details see Holmberg and Esaiasson (1988), ch. 4.

not ideological closer to voters, as May’s law would have it. On the contrary,
they were further away. Moreover, within all parties, except the Center
Party, members’ left-right views were more representative of the positions
of the party activists than of ordinary party voters’ positions. Thus, at
least with the rather broad definition of party activists that we have used
(comprising in all 6 percent of the electorate), Swedish members of par-
liament are not a moderating force balancing more extreme views of party
activists. Instead, the model that suggests itself is one of policy leadership
and opinion pull toward the ideological wings, not toward the center, on
the part of the members.

The elite polarized model is also visible, although barely so, when we
look at subjective ideological positions and how people place themselves
on a left-right scale. As in France and in many other West European
countries, Swedish members of parliament tend to place themselves further
to the left than the voters. Referring to their French results, Converse and
Pierce quote André Siegfried, and talk about a mystery and a specifically
French cultural phenomenon (Converse & Pierce 1986, 129, 132, 778).
Perhaps it is a mystery, but it most certainly is not a cultural phenomenon
appearing only in France. The tendency of political elites to place them-
selves further to the left than the general public has been discovered in many
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Fig. 4. Distribution of Left=Right Self-Placements among Members of Riksdagen and the
Electorate in 1985 ( percent).
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Commeni: The lelt=right scale ranged from 0 { far left) to 10 ( far right) with 5 designated as
4 middle point (‘neither left or right’). A large majority of both members and eligible voters
placed themselves somewhere on the scale (97 and 95 percent respectively). The over-all
mean was 4.56 for the members and 5.17 for eligible voters.

European countries, including — besides Sweden — Denmark, Holland, Italy
and West Germany.?' However, looking at Converse and Pierce’s results,
it is probably true that the elite-mass differences in left-right self-place-
ments are larger in France than in most other countries. The French
differences were certainly more pronounced than those we found in
Sweden.

Fig. 5. Average Left—-Right Self-Placements among Members of Riksdagen and Party Voters
in 1985 {means).
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The Swedish results show a slightly bimodal member distribution with
the highest peak just off center to the left. The comparable curve for the
electorate is nicely bell-shaped and shifted to the right, with the modal
point in the center.?* Within parties, the over-all left-oriented displacement
of the members occurred in all parties, with the exception of the Con-
servative Party. On the average, Conservative members placed themselves
slightly to the right of where their voters put themselves; thereby giving
the results in Fig. 5 some resemblance to the elite polarized model.

The tendency of subjective left-leaning among members of the Center
and Liberal parties, as compared to their voters, is a most interesting result,
since we know from our attitude measurements that ‘objectively’ members
of the Center Party, and especially the Liberal Party, were on average,
located to the right of their voters. Moreover, this subjective left-leaning
tendency vis-a-vis the voters was not something that members were unaware
of. On the contrary, members in all parties, including not only the middle
parties, but also Socialist parties as well as the Conservative Party perceived
their voters to be located to the right of their own positions.*? Thus, to the
extent members experienced any ideological demands or opinion pressure
from their own voters, they tended to perceive it as coming from the right.
Obviously, this result is most noteworthy for the three Bourgeois parties,
since non-Socialist members perceived an ideological right-turn among
their own voters that did not exist. Instead, in reality, compared to the
attitudes of their representatives in the Riksdag, there existed a left turn
among Bourgeois voters in 1985. The results for the Socialist members are
less notable. It is not an anomaly like the result for the Bourgeois parties.
Ideologically, Socialist members were clearly to the left of their voters in
1985 and that is also how they saw the situation themselves.

Anticipatory Representation

Knowledge of voter sentiments, quite obviously, plays a crucial role for
representatives trying to anticipate popular reactions and follow the wishes
of their voters. Intent to follow the will of the people is of a limited use if
what people want is misunderstood. Knowledge of voter attitudes is less
crucial for legislators not bent on popular representation, but it is not
wasted on them either. In a democracy, no matter what role preference
elected representatives subscribe to, knowledge of voter sentiments is
always animportant and often useful commodity. At least members inclined
to follow the trustee or party loyalist role prescriptions could use their
knowledge of voters to help themselves get re-elected.

It 15 always difficult to judge degrees and that is particularly true when
the subject matter is knowledge of voter opinions — or perceptual accuracy
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as it is usually called in the American literature — where to date very few
empirical studies have been done.** Thus, any evaluation of the results
from our Swedish study must be tentative, especially, since an unequivocal
assessment probably is unattainable. For, as it turned out, Swedish members
proved themselves to be fairly good at knowing what their own party’s
voters wanted, but to be considerably less knowledgeable when it came to
perceiving the opinions of the entire electorate.

Nine different issue questions were studied and the average percentage
of members who correctly could pinpoint the majority positions of their
own party’s voters proved to be 78 percent.” The corresponding percentage
for how accurately members perceived the sentiments among all eligible
voters was only 60 percent. The outcome is not unexpected. Given what
we know from psychology, it is not surprising that the more ambiguous and
heterogeneous opinions of the entire electorate proved to be more difficult
to perceive accurately than the more familiar and homogeneous attitudes
of the members’ own party’s voters.

That the degree of ambiguousness of the stimulus objects really played
a role for how accurately the Swedish members perceived the opinions of
the voters is very evident. Restricting the analysis to the perceptions of
their own party’s voters, a clear pattern emerges proving that members did
much better on old, highly politicized left-right issues than on newer, less
politicized and non-left-right issues. Perceptual accuracy was correlated
with degree of saliency of the issues. Furthermore, perceptual accuracy was
also correlated with the degree of homogeneity of voter opinions. Contrary
to results from some American studies, Swedish members were best at
perceiving homogeneous voter sentiments.*®

Turning away from the stimulus objects to the observers, our search for
explanations of perceptual accuracy was pretty much a disappointment. As
was the case in France, individual factors having to do with the legislators’
experiences, power positions or connectedness with various information
networks were very weakly related to the degree of voter knowledge.*
Independent variables such as age, leadership position within party, media
exposure, education, contacts with individual voters or local party organ-
izations accounted for no more than a few percent of the variance in the
summary accuracy index we constructed from the individual perception
questions. Disturbing as it is, one can but conclude that a whole array of
rational knowledge formation-processes was not working very effectively
when it came to Swedish members’ perceptions of their own voters’ opin-
lons.

One of the main reasons why the normal information processes had
difficulties producing correct knowledge, was that their effects were
counteracted by another observer-related factor that proved to be much
more powerful. That factor was the strong tendency on the part of the

24



Table 6. Effect of Voters’ Opinions and Members' Opinions on Members' Perceptions of
Yoters” Opinions (percent).

Percent members
with pro-perceptions
Voters' Opinions effect of

pro con voters” opinions
pro ug 54 44
Members'
Opinions
con 23 4 +149
effect of
member’s opinions +75 +3(

Conument: The analysis is based on average results for nine different issues. The dependent
variable is members' dichotomized perceptions of the majority positions of their own party’s
voters on the nine issues. The independent variables are the members’ own dichotomized
opinions and the within-party majority opinions { pro or con) of their own party’s voters on
these same nine issues.

members to project their own opinions onto their voters.*® For members
in agreement with the opinions of their voters, wishful thinking of this kind,
led to highly inflated levels of perceptual accuracy, while for members at
odds with the sentiments of their voters, projecting their own opinions
resulted in faulty perceptions.

The Swedish results - both in 1968/69 and in 1985 — bear out the existence
of these relationships very clearly. Among members in attitude agreement
with their own voters, on average 90 percent perceived the voters’ majority
positions correctly, while among members with different opinions than
their voters, only some 25 percent were accurate in their perceptions. A
substantial 25 percent of the variance in our summary accuracy index was
accounted for by a summary opinion agreement measure.

The strength of the projection tendency becomes even more evident if
one performs a kind of effect analysis using members’ own opinions and
voters’ opinions as independent variables, and members’ perceptions of
voters’ opinions as the dependent variable. Such an analysis addresses the
question whether reality (= voters’ opinions) or wishful thinking has a
stronger impact on members’ knowledge of voter sentiments. The outcome
of such an analysis based on the 1985 Swedish Representation Study is
presented in Table 6. The result is a bit disconcerting.

As it turned out, both factors played an independent role, but reality
proved to be less decisive than the process of wishful thinking.*” The results
fit a pure wishful thinking model — where members’ own attitudes totally
determine their perceptions — much better than a pure information-driven
model in which the reality (= voters’ opinions) structures the perceptions
of the members.
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One way to explain and at the same time make excuses for these results
15 to refer to the fact that members are only humans. Psychological research
has shown that all human beings have a tendency to distort their perceptions
in certain ways.* It is not easy to grant such an excuse, however, when
one reflects upon the negative effects wishful thinking has in a representative
democracy.

The consequences of perceptual distortions are to a certain extent para-
doxical in a democracy, since they cause information channels between
elite and mass to function badly when they should work at their best (among
members at odds with their voters), and to function most effectively when
they are least needed (among members in agreement with their voters).
Furthermore, among voters, wishful thinking tends to make perceptions of
policy differences with preferred parties smaller than they actually are.
Hence, impulses to switch party diminish. Among representatives, wishful
thinking tends to blur members’ perceptions of policy differences vis-a-vis
the entire electorate and their own voters. The result is fewer reasons to
engage in opinion formation trying to change the policy attitudes of the
voters, and fewer reasons to vote differently on parliamentary roll calls.
Thus, the projection tendencies of both voters and members tend to bring
about an exaggerated notion of harmony within parties and an exaggerated
notion of conflict vis-a-vis political opponents.

Wishful thinking is an irrational force. There can be little doubt that in the
ideal model of a representative democracy, wishful thinking is something
undesirable that should be kept at the lowest possible level.

Political Representation Swedish Style

Converse and Pierce’s final verdict on the quality of representation in
France is rather harsh. The last sentence in their monumental book reads:
‘. .. however delightful a representation instrument the French system
may be for those equipped to play upon it, it seems to fall short of its
potential for much of the electorate much of the time’ (p. 786). Heinz
Eulau considers this verdict to be too lenient. In his review article in
Legisiative Studies Quarterly he interprets Converse and Pierce’s results as
indicating a ‘(French) model in which ideologically stagnant legislative
party elites are the dominant formulators and proponents of public policies
and are quite immune to popular preferences, insofar as such preferences
exist all in a discerningly articulated form’ (Eulau 1987, 211).

Converse and Pierce see a French system lacking in popular rep-
resentation. Eulau goes one step further, branding the French democracy
as elitist and run by unresponsive parties. Looking at the results from the
Swedish studies, an Eulauean conclusion seems a bit drastic, while a verdict
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of the kind Converse and Pierce delivered for France may be too mild.
Without doubt, the Swedish system is far from any model of popular
representation run from below. A more elitist model, with a clear emphasis
on policy leadership on the part of the political parties, fits most of our
results much better. To be fair though, we have not, as yet, analyzed
the basic representation bond (decisional representation) in the Swedish
context. The probability, however, that such a study would lead to any
other conclusions that the ones we can draw already, based on the analyses
of the four linkage processes, is very small.

Perhaps our results for the first linkage process — social representation —
do not put Sweden toward the bottom of the heap of Western democracies.
Certainly there are nations, like the Unite States and most of the countries in
the European Community, which exhibit even more exclusive recruitment
patterns of elected officials than Sweden. For example, the Riksdag has
more female members and members originating from the working class
than most parliaments in the Western world. But, nevertheless, the social
recruitment to the Riksdag 15 rather narrow, with a clear over-rep-
resentation of members from more privileged groups in society. Moreover,
looking back fifty or sixty years, to the beginning of democracy in Sweden,
recruitment seems not to have become less exclusive. The policy etffects of
the biased recruitment system are clearly mitigated, however, by the fact
that socio-economic characteristics of members in most cases are unrelated
or no more than faintly related to their policy attitudes. A cautious con-
clusion would be that the social representation of the Swedish Riksdag
could be improved upon, but that it is not a catastrophe as it is.

Role representation, our second linkage process, must be judged a
failure though, if one expects Swedish representatives to subscribe to voter
oriented role convictions. As a matter of fact, very few members adhered
to the delegate role, the most populist of the representational roles. Instead,
as is to be expected in a party democracy like the Swedish one, a majority
of members preferred the party loyalist role, with a sizable minority
supporting the trustee role. Interesting as this may be on a theoretical or
ideological level, the crucial point, however, 18 that members’ repre-
sentational role preferences turned out not to mean much when it came to
legislative behavior. Most correlations between role convictions and rel-
evant forms of behavior or attitudes were dismally small in our Riksdag
studies. Thus, on the practical level, what was in the minds of the rep-
resentatives concerning different role convictions meant very little. Swedish
members, when asked, pose as trustees, delegates or party loyalists, but it
is of almost no practical consequence. Therefore the conclusion is quite
unequivocal. The name of the game in Sweden is party representation
which in practice means that the party loyalist role is of importance. Besides

27



this obvious fact, normative role representation is not a viable linkage
process in the Swedish context.

Policy representation, our third linkage process, is conceptually closer
to decisional representation than either social representation or role rep-
resentation. Hence it is potentially more important. Members in agreement
with their voters only have to vote their views in order to effectuate a high
degree of popular representation. Admittedly, the simple words ‘only have
to vote their views' pass over a whole set of complex processes within
legislatures; but still, policy representation 1$ more proximate to decisional
representation than many other more indirect forms of representation.

Granting that the level of policy congruence between members of the
Riksdag and the electorate has increased somewhat in the 1980s compared
to the late 1960s, it is nevertheless true that the Swedish congruence level,
in absolute terms, is not very impressive. A Riksdag chosen by a totally
random process, without resorting to the elaborate procedures of candidate
nominations, ¢lection campaigns and popular voting, would almost always
exhibit higher degrees of policy congruence than the ones we found in our
empirical studies in 1968/1969 and in 1985. The probability of getting a 15
percentage points average opinion difference between elite and mass, as
we found in 1985, if members were chosen randomly, is very small, less
than one in a thousand.

Analyzing the Swedish results across issues and parties, there is little
doubt what processes have been at work, producing policy differences
between members and voters. A strong tendency to policy leadership on
the part of the elites is the most important process, sometimes combined
with outright party unresponsiveness and with poor showings when it comes
to opinion molding. Most of the issue questions exhibiting poor congruence
levels were either long-standing policy leadership issues in which party
elites — most noticeably the Social Democratic elite — have been unable to
sway voter opinion, or new less politicized non-left-right issues on which
it is reasonable to suspect that the representatives simply were ahead of a
less-informed electorate.

The policy leadership interpretation is further strengthened when one
takes a closer look at how party elites and voters are located on the all-
important ideological left-right dimension. For, as it turned out, it was the
parties most bent toward policy leadership at either wing of the dimension
who displayed the lowest levels of congruence. On the left, Socialist
members were more radical than their voters, while on the right, the Liberal
and Conservative Parties were more conservative than their supporters.
The Center Party, located close to the middle of the left-right dimension,
was the party that exhibited the highest degree of issue agreement between
members and voters. Thus, a rather clear policy leadership model with party

28



elites being more ideologically polarized than party voters characterizes the
Swedish representational system in the 1980s.

Interestingly, the model looked different in the 1960s. In the Rep-
resentation Study of 1968/69 each party elite group was displaced to the
left of its voters, with the Socialist members clearly more so than Bourgeois
members. One way to reconcile this finding with the policy leadership
model is to acknowledge that two of the Bourgeois parties, the Liberal and
the Conservative Parties, have changed both their political views (they
have moved to the right) and their style of conducting politics since the
1960s, meaning that they now have become less populist and more inter-
ested in pursuing their own policies, even if it sometimes means pulling
ahead of their voters. On the Socialist side, there is no need to impose any
such notion of changing political leadership styles. Policy leadership from
above has always been a generic way of pursuing politics among Social
Democratic and Communist Party elites, confirmed by the fact that Socialist
legislators were clearly displaced to the left of their voters both in 1968/69
and in 1985.

One critical way of summing up our findings on policy representation in
Sweden is to acknowledge that the level of attitude congruence between
elite and mass is not especially high, and that if the explanation in terms
of policy leadership is correct, it is not an altogether satisfying one on a
normative level. Policy leadership does not only imply being ahead of
voters; it also implies opinion formation and bringing the voters along.
Despite increased levels of issue voting among voters and more resources
devoted to election campaigns, it is obvious from our results that Swedish
parties could do better to assure higher levels of within-party opinion
agreement. At the risk of committing sacrilege, one is tempted to remind
the parties that if everything fails and voters refuse to be swayed, there is
always the possibility of changing party policies. Low levels of policy
congruence in a system with more and more issue voting citizens, not only
implies dangers for the individual parties, it also implies dangers for the
system as a whole, to which the increased levels of distrust in parties and
politicians among Swedish voters bear witness.*'

The fourth and final linkage process, anticipatory representation, pre-
supposes a high degree of knowledge of public opinion and voter sentiments
on the part of the representatives. The results from our study of perceptual
accuracy among Swedish members of parliament are not promising on this
score. It is doubtful whether the members of the Riksdag measure up to
an acceptable standard. In the Riksdag Study of 1985, the average per-
centage of members who could accurately indicate the majority position in
the entire electorate on nine investigated issue questions was 60 percent.
At first glance, that might seem to be a decent result. But when one realizes
that the average would have been 50 percent if every member had known
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nothing and just guessed what the majority opinions were, it is quite
obvious that our result of 60 percent correct answers is not impressive.

The members did better though, when asked about their own party’s
voters. Understandably feeling more at home with that task, the average
percentage of members with accurate perceptions rose to 78 percent.
However, when one looks a little closer at that result, it is uncertain how
genuine the members’ knowledge really was. For, as our analysis showed,
the members’ perceptions of their voters” opinions were to a very limited
degree influenced by various rational processes of knowledge formation.
Instead, a more irrational perceptual process proved to have been more
effective. That process was the very pronounced tendency on the part of
the members to engage in wishful thinking. The representatives tended, to
a large extent, to project their own views onto their voters. Since most
members were in policy agreement with their voters, the tendency to
project inflated rather than deflated the accuracy results.

Mildly put, the results of our study of perceptual accuracy among Swedish
members of parliament are less than reassuring. It is hardly an exaggeration
to allege that anticipatory representation cannot be in particularly good
shape in Sweden, given the state of members’ knowledge about voters.

Being at the end of the road second thoughts make themselves felt.
Maybe our appraisal of political representation Swedish style has been too
critical. Perhaps all the elitist characteristics that we have observed in the
Swedish system are inherent ingredients in any functioning representive
democracy. Regrettably, the shortage of comparative results from most
other Western democracies makes such a question difficult to answer. The
only thing we can hope for is more research on political representation in
the future. Miller and Stokes set the ball rolling thirty years ago when they
did their American Representation Study in 1958. Comparative research
on political representation was an integral part of their vision. They threw
a gauntlet down. It is time for political scientists across the world to pick
it up and start getting the job done.

NOTES

1. The responsible-party model is not overlooked by either Converse & Pierce or Eulau,
see their discussions in Converse & Pierce (1986, 499-500, 698-709) and Eulau (1967
and 1987, 196-198).

2. The average party cohesion on roll calls in the Swedish Riksdag has been above the
95 percent mark at least since 1925, when the present system with non-secret votes
was inaugurated, see Bjurulf (1972) and Holmberg (1975).

3 Members of the Swedish Riksdag are elected in multi-member districts on party ballots
using a system of strict porportional representation. The essence of the system is that
individual members are nominated by their parties and that voters choose between
partics, not between candidates.

4, The Member Studies, both in 1969 and in 1985, were done in collaboration with the
Swedish Election Studies Program. The 1969 Riksdag Study was directed by Bo
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1.

11.

12.

13.

Sirlvik, assisted by Séren Holmberg and Per-Anders Roth. Professor Warren Miller
and Professor Aage Clausen from United States participated in the planning of the
study. Sdren Holmberg and Peter Esaiasson directed the Member Study in 1985, with
Bo Sérlvik taking part in the planning stages. The Member Study in 1969 involved
personal interviews with the members of the second chamber of the Riksdag (response
rate 97 percent). In 1985 we used a mail survey, sending the questionnaire to all
members of the now unicameral Riksdag (response rate 97 percent). The surveys of
the electorate comprised some 3000 personal interviews, both at the national election
of 1968 and at the national election of 1985. For more details about the Member
{Studiis see Sirlvik (1969), Roth (1970), Holmberg (1974) and Holmberg & Esaiasson
19584).
For a discussion of various forms of representation and an overview of the behaviorally
oriented literature on representation and legislatures, see Esaiasson and Gilljam
{1986).
Robert Weissherg (1978) has coined the measurement technique collective rep-
rescntation, to be distinguished from dyadic representation, which involves the issue
congruence between individual representatives and their constituents. Converse and
Pierce (1986, 507-510, 525-604) use the terms absolute representation or absolute
congruence in contrast to relative representation, The latter form of individual
representation is usually measured by correlation coefficients. For a critique of the
use of correlations in the study of congruence see Achen (1977).
For an excellent overview of the literature on perceptual accuracy see Clausen (1977).
Cited from Loewenberg, Patterson & Jewell, eds. Handbook of Legistative Research
(1985, 18).
A power position index was constructed based on a summary of each member’s
number of formal power positions in the Riksdag and in his party group, for details
see Holmberg & Esaiasson (1988, ch. 6).
The cocfficients are squared non-linear etas. A majority of the squared correlations
was within the range of 0.00 to 0.03,
The results are not suprising in the Swedish context. They look the same among the
public. In Sweden, women are slightly more green on environmental issues, slightly
more pro spending on welfare issues, and slightly more moralistic, see Holmberg &
Gilljam (1987, ch. 11).
Among members, party standpoint won by 56 percent against 25 percent when
pitted against constituents® opinion, with 19 percent dks and other answers. Against
conscience, party standpoint was supported by 49 percent, with 31 percent in favor of
own conscience and 20 percent giving other answers. Own conscience, in turn, beat
volers’ opinion (38 vs. 28 pereent) with 14 percent giving other answers.
Among voters the pairwise results were: party vs. consiifuents, 22 percent against 61
percent, with 17 percent dks; pariy vs. conscience, 27 percent against 62 percent, with
11 percent dks; and, finally, consiituents vs. conscience, 37 percent against 31 percent,
with 12 percent dks. There are rather clear patterns in the way people answered the
three questions. Among persons who gave substantial answers to all three questions,
the percentage of intransitive rank-orderings was only 7 percent. Thus, a large majority
of the electorate held logically ordered seis of role preferences. The comparable
proportion of members with intransitive rank-orderings was also low, only 7 percent,
sce Granberg & Holmberg 1988, ch. 4.
Converse & Pierce’s (1986) French results and Barnes (1977) results from [taly show
a strong support for the party loyalist role among legislators, However, there are
European studies where the trusiee role is the dominant one among representatives;
for the Dutech and Danish cases see Daalder & Rusk {1972) and Damgaard (1982,
respectively; see also Cayrol, Parodi and Ysmal (1976) for French results slightly
different from Converse & Pierce's. Among American legislators, the trustee role
clearly is the most popular (inter alia Converse & Pierce 1986, ch. 21). On the mass
level, the popularity of the delegate role is not surprising. It is less evident, however,
why the trustee role usually draws more support among voters than the party loyalist
role. But that has been the case not only in our Swedish study but also in American
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(Cain, Ferejohn & Fiorina 1987), British and French studies (Converse & Pierce
1986). Barnes (1977) [talian study provides a counter-example, though, Among [talian
voters the party loyalist role was preferred to the trustee role.

The outcome of our study of role preferences among Riksdag members in 1969 could
serve as an indication of how sensitive results can be to differences in research design.
In 1969, the trustee role, clearly drew more support than the party loyalist role (37
percent vs. 35 percent, with the remaining 8 percent favoring the delegate role). We
think that the rather striking differences in role preferences when compared to the
results of the 1985 study (34 percent trustee, 51 percent party loyalist, and 15 percent
delegate) to a large degree were brought about by changes in the technique of data
collection. Although, the question wording was basically the same, the data in the
1962 Riksdag Study were collected through personal interviews, while the 1985 study
used mail questionnaires to collect answers to survey items. Our suspicion is that
personal interviews have a tendency to elicit more self-assertive answers (vote con-
science instead of party line) than mail questionnaires. Bul, of course, a part of the
difference between the results of 1969 and 1985 could be attributable to system
changes in the Swedish parliamentary system. It is not inconceivable that trustee role
convictions were somewhat more common in the old smaller second chamber of the
Riksdag (233 members), than in the new larger unicameral Riksdag (349 members).
Results showing Conservative members being more party oriented than members of
centrist Liberal parties is not unprecedented in European representational role studies,
The same patiern has been visible in France {Converse & Pierce 1986), ltaly (Barnes
1977} and Denmark (Damgaard 1982).

Converse & Pierce (1986) analyze the relationship between role preferences and
fidelity of party voting and knowledge of district sentiments (683 ff.).

Converse & Pierce (1986, 693) show correlations in the range of +0.07 and +0.14,
The associations are as weak, if not weaker in Sweden.

Miller & Stokes (1963), Backstrom, (1977, 419} and Converse & Pierce (1986, 223~
225). All of the identically phrased position questions in the Converse-Pierce French
study dealt with one and the same issue arca, European integration.

Backstrom may have computed his percentages differently than we did in the Swedish
study. We excluded don't knows from the percentage base; Backstrom may not have
done that (p. 420).

Converse-Pierce (1986) standardized the attitude differences between representatives
and the electorate by dividing the differences by the standard deviations of the mass
distributions { pp. 963-964). The average French value of 0.34 is an estimalte computed
from the graphic bars for Deputies in Fig. 19.1 (p. 598) of Converse & Pierce’s book.
Mo exact results are given in the figure,

Other changes that point in the same direction are the increased coverage of election
campaigns in the media (Asp 1987) and the increased level of issue voting in the
electorate (Holmberg & Gilljam 1987, ch. 12).

The average means difference went down from 0.7 in 1968/69 to 0.4 in 1985, while
the proportion of issues displaying different majority positions among members and
volers decreased from 35 percent in 1968/69 to 30 percent 1985, for further details
see Holmberg & Esaiasson (1988, ch. 4).

On all these three issues Social Democratic members were clearly to the left of their
volers, refusing to commercialize TV, preferring higher levels of social welfare benefits
and supporting the rather unpopular wage earners’ funds (Holmberg & Esaiasson
1988, ch. 4).

The new green policy dimension is still poorly constrained among Swedish voters,
especially among people with low education (Holmberg & Asp 1984, 456-461).

On the individual level, both in the general public and among members, the welfare
dimension and the economically oriented public vs. private sector dimension are
correlated with cach other, Mevertheless, it is possible to view them as two different,
although not orthogonal dimensions, On policy dimensions in Swedish politics see
Holmberg (1974, 1975), Sarlvik (1976), Lindén (1976), Petersson (1977) and Holmberg
(1981).
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The center—periphery hypothesis is upheld in Swedish local government studies on
palicy congruence from both the 1960s and 1970s {Stromberg 1974, 116 and Westerstihl
& Johansson 1981, 85-87). S5ome of the results from Thomassen’s (1976, 152) Dutch
Representation Study also lends support. However, Barnes', (1977, 119) ltalian
findings do not fit in, as do not some of the results from various European Community
countries reported in Dalton (1985). Russel Dalton advances an alternative hypothesis
to ours, According to Dalton, we should expect contrist parties to exhibit lower, not
higher, levels of congruence than parties toward the wings. The reason being that
‘.. . a leftist or rightist party image . . . facilitates a clearer representational linkage
between voters and parties.” (p. 292),

In the 1960s, there were other Swedish studies that showed roughly the same result,
see Stirdmberg (1974). For international results sce MeClosky, Holfman and O'Hara
(1964), Eldersveld (1964), Backstrom (1977), Barnes (1977), Thomassen (1976) and
Dalton (1983).

Two of the left=right issue items were the same across the studics. Scparate analyses
of these two questions, one dealing with the level of social benefits and the other with
the degree of government influence over private business, support the conclusions
drawn in the text.

Methodological problems, especially acute on the mass level, like regressions toward
the mean and non-attitudes showing up as flip-flops on the issues are phenomena that,
in theory, can produce a polarized model of the kind we found in 1985, This danger
has been minimized, however, by excluding dks (they have not been given middle
positions on the issues). An even more stringent safeguard against the non-attitudes
problem is to exclude all persons with middle opinions on the issue (3s) as we have
done in some of the previous analyses of the level of congruence. Another safeguard
would be to avoid working with summed attitude indices, A simple analysis of the
number of issue guestions that were characterized by opinions of members being o
the right of the opinions of voters convincingly prove that the polarized model in 1985
is not a methodological artifact. The results in the table below show the proportion
(%0} of left—right issue questions exhibiting average member opinions to the right of
average voter opinions.

Party 1968,/69 19835
vpk 7 0
5 7 0
¢ 20 58
fp 33 75
m 33 100
Entire Riksdag 20 17
Number of left-right issue questions 15 12

See Barnes (1977}, Kristensen (19800, Schmitt (1984), van de Geer & de Man (1974),
Dralton (1983) among others.

People who place themselves at 5 (*neither left or right’) are most likely a mixed lot,
with persons who should be dks thrown in among the true centrists. Analyzing the
level of political knowledge within the various party groups, persons placing themselves
at 5 tend to be somewhat less knowledgeable than persons putting themselves off-
center. The differences are not big, though. Thus, T would not agree with Converse
& Pierce’s (1986) drastic French solution: *. . . it may be both legitimate and fitting
to erase mentally most of the central mode of the distribution as non-combatant,
leaving a curve which 15 nearly biomodel’ (p. 129).

The results for how the members placed themselves in Fig. 5 can be compared to
these results indicating how the members on average placed their own party's voters
on the left-right scale: vpk 2.11; 5 3.76; ¢ 6.00; fp 6.47; and m 7.88.

33



34, Clausen (1977) reviews the mainly American literature on perceptual accuracy.

35 Members were asked to perceive the majority opinions of their own party's voters in
the whole of Sweden. A district-level analysis is of limited value in this context,
Within-party opinions of voters as well as of members on nationally politicized issues
do not vary significantly across districts in Sweden.

3, Sigel & Fricsema (1965); for European results that support the conclusion that
homogeneity and saliency of the stimulus object are linked to perceptual accuracy sce
Brand {1972), Converse & Picree (1986, ch. 20) and Clausen, Holmberg & deHaven-
Smith (1983}, For more details on the 1985 Swedish Study see Holmberg & Esaiasson
(1988, ch. 5).

7. Converse & Picree (1986, 656-657) state: *. . . we have looked at a vaniety of plausible
factors related to the politician’s situation . . . Working across . . . more than a dozen
variables, we find nothing that accounts for as much as 4 percent of the variance in
either of our summary knowledge factors.’

38, Of course, projection tendencies are nothing unique to Swedish members. They have
been found in many elite studies, see Clausen (1977) and Converse & Pierce (1986,
ch. 20).

30, As Converse & Pierce (1986, 653) conclude for their French data, a persuasion
hypothesis {(members picking up as their own the opinions of the volers) is not a
credible counter-hypothesis to the projection hypothesis which appears to be supported
by our Swedish results.

a0, Early voting studies also implied the existence of projection tendencies in the elec-
toraic, see Berelson, Lazarsfeld & McFPhee (1954). For a recent study on projection
tendencies among both American and Swedish voters, see Granberg & Holmberg
(1988).

41. Trust in partics and politicians has been on the decrease among Swedish voters since
systematic measurement on the subject started in 1968, for more details see Holmberg
& Gilljam (1987).
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