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I. Research background and justification of the topic 

Politics, as its core, has always focused on people and their 

decisions. Political representation is the institutionalized 

form of the connection between electorates and their 

representatives. The concept of political representation is 

multilayered: it involves multiple actors, various possible 

ways of connection, and even multiple political 

institutions.  

In the simplest approach, there are the voters and the 

representatives whom these voters elect. However, 

representation is not just about electing someone we 

consider most suitable for the position based on certain 

criteria. Instead, representation is a complex, multi-level 

process. It is complex because it also encompasses the 

actions of representatives after getting into the office, and 

because it is shaped by various expectations from the 

voters.  

Constituents may expect representatives to resemble them 

in certain ways, or they may expect them to act in their 

best interests, among other possible expectations. 

Representation is also a dynamic process as voters’ 
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expectations are constantly changing depending on the 

environment. 

In the field of political representation, hypotheses and 

objects of research vary across a broad spectrum. In my 

work, the focus is solely on voters; they constitute the 

object of the research, as they are the foundation of the 

system. People’s interests and preferences transform into 

voting behavior, which then result in election outcomes – 

namely, in the election of political representatives 

(Weßels, 2007). In this dissertation, I put the emphasis on 

the elected official – who are they? What do they do? What 

are they like? Did they get elected because of their 

personal characteristics, their actions, or their perceived 

personality? All these questions refer to distinct models 

and theories of political representation. My aim is to map 

out voters’ preferences in these areas.  

As Pitkin (1967) points out, the resemblance between 

voters and their representatives plays a crucial role in 

political representation. This resemblance can stem from 

various characteristics, such as age, gender, race, or even 

geographical location. This is a non-exhaustive list of 



3 

 

potential aspects. In any of these cases, the essence 

remains the same: Pitkin’s premise is that representatives 

who resemble their electors are more likely to understand 

their interests and opinions. For example, a younger 

candidate or representative is more likely to know what 

younger voters want than an older one. Similarly, a 

candidate or representative living in the same geographical 

area – constituency – will have more information and 

knowledge about that specific area’s interests and needs, 

as well as those of its constituents. All of this can lead to a 

higher quality of representation. The descriptive model of 

representation, and its different forms and approaches – 

locality (Key, 1949; Schulte-Cloos & Bauer, 2023), 

affinity (Dolan, 2008; Eshima & Smith, 2022; McClean & 

Ono, 2024), social identity (Huddy, 2013; Paolino, 1995) 

– focus on this resemblance between voters and their 

representatives. While these focus on the person, the 

trustee and delegate styles of representation (Andeweg, 

2014; Barker & Carman, 2012) present different 

understandings of how representatives should act.  
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Based on the theories and ideas of descriptive 

representation, the resemblance between voters and their 

representatives can foreshadow the actions of the 

representative. If they are similar to their voters in some 

sense – for example their sex, age, or geographical 

proximity, the representative is more likely to act based on 

their voters’ best interests and opinions. But how should 

the representative do that? What are the voters’ 

expectations regarding the actions of the representative? 

Do voters want someone who brings their voices into the 

political decision-making process? Or do they want 

someone who just follows their lead? Theories of 

Substantive representation offer some potential answers to 

these questions.  

As new – formerly unknown – issues and situations have 

emerged, theories of representation have continued to 

change and develop. More complex approaches have 

begun to unfold in recent decades. Scholars exceeded the 

original question of “Who can represent us in the best way 

possible?” as various other viewpoints have emerged. The 

prevailing question has shifted to “How can we be 
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represented in the best way possible?”. The formerly 

applied static approach has been challenged by a more 

dynamic approach. 

Political representation is a dynamic process (Lawless, 

2004; Phillips, 1995; Saward, 2006; Simien, 2009), 

instead of a static connection between voter and 

representative – this is one main key to my work. The 

research aims to capture the process of evaluating 

representatives and its influencing factors. My premise is 

that the rationale voters use to evaluate representatives’ 

changes based on the context and the type of issue at hand. 

When we think about representation and politics, it is 

inevitable to think about the individuals behind them. Over 

the last decades, the personalization of politics has gained 

significant attention, with scholars noting that nowadays’ 

politics is more personalized than ever (Garzia, 2014). The 

personalization of politics implies that the ones in political 

office (candidates and leaders) are more prominent than 

other political actors, like parliaments or parties (Bøggild 

et al., 2021; Pedersen & Rahat, 2021). This shift in focus 

towards individual actors affects not only political 
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practices but also voter behavior – through the leader 

effect – introducing new decision-making challenges 

beyond the traditional party-centered paradigm (Garzia, 

2014; Garzia et al., 2022).  

Since the personality and personality traits of 

representatives function as heuristics in voters’ decision-

making (Falcão et al., 2023), the impact of these traits on 

political choice should not be ignored, in addition to the 

previously discussed models of representation theory.  

My work is situated at the intersection of these fields – 

representation theory, political psychology, voter 

behavior, and political leadership – and aims to explore 

how approaches and methods from the latter three can 

enrich our knowledge of representation theory. 

II. Applied methods 

Defining the scope, and thus the research questions and 

hypotheses of my work is a crucial point. Political 

representation offers many potential directions for 

research. Scholars explore its substantive nature, its 

process aspects, or its outcomes, among many others. In 
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my work, I emphasize quality – specifically, voters’ 

satisfaction and their expectations. First, I attempt to 

understand what factors influence voters’ assessment and 

choice when electing their representatives. Second, I aim 

to gain deeper insight into voters’ expectations of their 

representatives during turbulent times. Third, as a 

psychologist, I am interested in outlining the personality 

traits of the sought-after representative. My main research 

questions are: “What do voters want? What factors 

influence voters’ preferences?”, and “What is the 

personality of the ideal representative like?”  

Regarding the first research question, I formulated the 

following hypotheses:  

Descriptive representation – affinity variables:  

H1: Locality is the most significant variable among 

the candidate attributes (cf. Key, 1949; Nyholt, 

2024)  

H2: Candidate sex is a significant attribute, with 

female voters preferring female candidates over 

male candidates (cf. Brians, 2005; Dolan, 2008) 
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H3: Candidate age is a significant attribute, with 

younger voters preferring younger candidates over 

older candidates (cf. McClean & Ono, 2024) 

Trustee model – experience variables:  

H4: Voters are more likely to prefer candidates 

who have local political experience (cf. Put et al., 

2019). 

H5: Voters tend to prefer candidates who had 

political position previously (cf. Shugart et al., 

2005) 

Interaction hypotheses – double bind-double burden; 

dynamic representation: 

H6: The combined effect of having children and 

being female is stronger than the added effect of 

having children and being female (cf. Campbell & 

Cowley, 2018; Teele et al., 2018) 

H7: The combined effect of having children and 

being younger is stronger than the added effect of 



9 

 

having children and being younger (cf. Campbell 

& Cowley, 2018; Teele et al., 2018) 

H8: The combined effect of having previous 

political position and being female is stronger than 

the added effect of political experience and being 

female (cf. Crowder-Meyer et al., 2015)  

H9: The combined effect of having previous 

political position and being younger is stronger 

than the added effect of political experience and 

being younger (cf. Campbell & Cowley, 2018; 

Teele et al., 2018) 

Experts’ involvement – technocratic approach:  

H10: In all types of crises, there is a preference for 

the involvement of experts in the decision-making 

process (cf. Ganuza & Font, 2020; Vittori et al., 

2024) 

H11: The type of “crisis narrative” significantly 

influences voters’ preferences regarding the 

involvement of experts in decision-making 



10 

 

processes (cf. Costa Pinto et al., 2018; Wratil & 

Pastorella, 2018) 

H12: Voters exhibit a preference for experts’ 

considerations over party lines (cf. Fernández-

Vázquez et al., 2023) 

Interaction hypotheses – dynamic representation:  

H13: The combined effect of a social crisis and a 

female representative is stronger than the added 

effect of the social crisis and being a female 

representative separately (cf. Schneider & Bos, 

2019)  

H14: The combined effect of a social crisis and 

public good-based decision-making (trustee 

model) is stronger than the added effect of a social 

crisis and public good individually (cf. 

Mansbridge, 2003; Saward, 2006a) 

H15: The combined effect of an environmental 

crisis and expert-based decision-making is 

stronger than the added effect of the environmental 
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crisis and expert-based decision-making separately 

(cf. Ganuza & Font, 2020; Vittori et al., 2024) 

To answer the first research question and test the related 

hypotheses, a quantitative study was conducted using a 

vignette-looking conjoint survey experiment. The survey 

experiment and the related preparatory work were carried 

out as part of a collaborative project. 

For the second research question – “What is the 

personality of the ideal representative like?”, I employed 

a qualitative method, using focus group discussions. The 

research was designed as a pilot study. Rather than 

providing data that can be used to test any hypotheses, it 

offers insights for refining research questions and 

retaining methodological lessons. 

III. Main scientific findings of the dissertation 

In my dissertation, I set out to explore the dynamic nature 

of political representation. My results are consistent with 

the assumption that political representation is not a static 

concept but a dynamically changing one that shifts 

according to different contexts. The research shows that 
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voters interpret and expect the concept of a good 

representative differently in different situations, both in 

terms of their characteristics and their actions. Based on 

this, models and theories of political representation 

(descriptive, trustee, and delegate) do not apply 

exclusively; rather, they overlap and complement each 

other (Besco, 2015; Put et al., 2019). 

To explore the phenomenon in depth, I used a vignette-

looking conjoint survey experiment combined with focus 

group discussions. My main aim was to get a better 

understanding of voters’ expectations and how they 

evaluate theoretical candidates. In the first vignette, I 

examined theoretical candidates with different 

characteristics. Analyses related to this vignette revealed 

that the first and most important factor influencing voters’ 

choices is the locality of the candidate. In the context of 

my work, locality refers to the spatial proximity between 

constituents and their representative. However, as local 

political experience – specifically having held the position 

of mayor – proved to be the third most important 

influencing factor, the concept of ‘local PVEA’ (Nyholt, 
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2024; Put et al., 2019) is also supported by the research 

results. These suggest that descriptive representation in 

this research manifested primarily through local affinity, 

while in the case of the trustee model of representation, 

political experience gained as a mayor is the most relevant 

factor. Theoretical candidates’ biological sex, age, and 

parental status also have a moderate effect on voters’ 

choices. The analysis by age groups showed that younger 

and older voters have different attitudes towards the 

theoretical candidates’ age, which further complicates the 

concept of political representation. For example, voters 

aged 18-40 strongly prefer younger candidates, while 

older voters seem less likely to prefer older candidates 

(Eshima & Smith, 2022; McClean & Ono, 2024). 

Analyses also showed that expectations of female 

representatives are often more complex, especially when 

parental status comes into play (for example, the 

dispreference observed toward female candidates with two 

children). The outcomes of the first vignette are also 

significant from the perspective of political psychology. 

Social identity can be formed based on various factors, 

such as locality, gender, marital and parental status, or 
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even political positions. Stemming from the results of this 

research, it might appear that the Hungarian electorate is 

turning away from the current MPs. My findings point in 

a completely different direction, both in terms of the age 

and gender of the current MPs. This can signal another 

form of social identity, with current representatives 

forming the out-group and voters and their preferences 

forming the in-group. These insights and the research 

questions they raise can provide directions for future 

research or offer a more applied approach in terms of 

voters’ behavior. 

In the second vignette of the research, I examined 

theoretical representatives and their actions in a 

hypothetical crisis situation. The conditions of crises 

(economic, social, or environmental) require 

representatives to make considered decisions. This can 

take various forms, such as involving experts, following 

the public good, considering the interests of voters, or 

following the party program. Based on our results, 

respondents generally favor theoretical representatives 

who incorporate voters’ interests into the decision-making 
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process. This reflects the idea of the delegate model of 

representation. The results also show that voters are 

clearly skeptical about rigidly following party programs, 

preferring representatives who can adapt to contextual 

requirements and the needs of voters. Interestingly, in the 

case of an economic crisis, voters tend to prefer theoretical 

representatives who follow public opinion in the decision-

making process (trustee model). This raises further 

questions. Why do voters prefer incorporating public 

opinion over voters’ interests only in this case? Which 

aspect of an economic crisis drives this decision of theirs? 

Do voters assume that an economic crisis is so complex 

that it requires broader, society-wide solutions rather than 

constituency interests? These questions can shape the 

directions of future research.  

Overall, the quantitative results show a rather complex 

pattern. Parts of the first vignette support the idea of 

descriptive representation, some findings of the second 

vignette support the idea of the delegate model of 

representation, while aspects of both vignettes support the 

idea of the trustee model of representation. The research 
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confirms that none of these models fully describes the role 

of representatives and the expectations of voters. The 

results show that voters consider several aspects 

simultaneously, which interact with each other and change 

dynamically in relation to local conditions, social identity, 

and crisis situations, among others. This supports the 

process-approach of representation, which takes into 

account the complexity of voter decisions and the diversity 

of representative roles. Voters expect similarity and 

experience, and they expect representatives to monitor and 

follow not only the will of not only their constituents but, 

when necessary, broader social interests, while rejecting 

strict adherence to party programs.  

Regarding the qualitative part of my work, namely the 

representatives’ personality traits, Conscientiousness and 

Openness proved to be of paramount importance, as rated 

by my interviewees in the focus group discussions. 

Through these analyses, my research has not only 

highlighted significant voter biases towards certain 

candidate characteristics but also contributed to a deeper 

understanding of the affinity effect (descriptive aspect of 
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representation) and the process approach of  

representation. 

My findings go beyond the dynamic process approach of 

political representation by highlighting what I refer to as 

the demand for context-responsive representation. While 

the dynamic process approach of representation refers to 

the process itself and its participants, the concept of 

context-responsive demand indicates that voters’ 

expectations and evaluations of representatives and their 

actions change dynamically according to the situational 

context. 
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