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Abstract. Research shows that legislators who dissent from the political line of 
their party are rewarded among constituents. This raises concerns about future party 
cohesiveness and, in turn, parties’ ability to govern and voters' ability to hold parties 
accountable. However, nearly all studies are conducted in single-member district 
systems, such as the United States and United Kingdom, which are generally con-
sidered most-likely settings for observing such effects. In this note, we conduct a 
country comparative study of voter reaction to legislator dissent across single-mem-
ber and multi-member district systems (US, UK and Denmark). Building off existing 
theories, we argue that voters in multi-member districts also reward legislator dissent 
but that the reward is significantly weaker. We support this argument with obser-
vational and experimental data. Our results suggest that concerns regarding party 
governance and accountability associated with legislator party dissent extend to—
but are less pertinent in—the more widespread multi-member district systems. 

Keywords: voter behaviour, electoral systems, political institutions, party democracy, 

political representation, party discipline 
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1 Introduction 
Cohesive political parties are central to accountability and governance in modern 

democracies. Cohesive parties offer distinct political programs that help voters sim-

plify their choice and hold elites accountable on Election Day. Between elections, 

parties organise majorities for policies, which makes governance stable and effective 

(APSA, 1950; Willumsen & Öhberg, 2017).  

However, research from the United States and United Kingdom shows that 

voters see legislators who display loyalty to their party as career-oriented and dis-

honest and reward those who dissent from the party line (Johnson & Rosenblatt, 

2007; Carson et al., 2010; Campbell & Cowley, 2014; Koger & Lebo, 2017; Bøggild, 

2020). Such voter preferences create incentives for legislators to follow their constit-

uency at the expense of party policy. This may strengthen the electoral connection 

between legislators and constituents (Mayhew, 1974). However, it also poses a chal-

lenge to accountability and governance in party democracies: If party dissent—con-

ceptualised as legislators voting against party line—increases, governance becomes 

ineffective, and it becomes increasingly difficult for voters to choose between parties 

and hold them accountable. 

While the US and UK are indeed important cases, they also constitute most-

likely cases. As Searing (1988, 1372) noted, voter preferences for constituency-fo-

cused, party-independent behaviour reflect ‘the rules of the game of single-member 

district electoral systems, such as those of the United States and Great Britain.’ 

Accordingly, there is very little research on whether voters reward legislator dissent 

outside single-member district systems, which has made researchers stress the need 

for systematic, cross-national studies including multi-member district systems to 
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fully grasp the incentives for legislator dissent and the implications for party democ-

racy (Campbell et al., 2016, 19-20; Koger & Lebo, 2017, 65-66). 

In one rare study outside these two countries, Crisp et al. (2013) demonstrated 

a positive correlation between legislators’ dissent from their party and their aggre-

gate approval ratings in Slovakia where elections are organized in a single nationwide 

district. Moreover, Bøggild (2020) found that voters are more likely to trust legisla-

tors who dissent from their party across countries with multi-member and single-

member districts. We contribute to this emerging comparative research agenda at 

the theoretical and methodological levels. Theoretically, we identify two competing 

theoretical expectations regarding the effect of legislator dissent across political sys-

tems in the literature. First, legislator dissent is argued to signal integrity (Carson 

et al., 2010; Campbell & Cowley, 2014), which all voters should appreciate and which 

ought to lead to similar effects across political systems. Second, legislator dissent is 

argued to signal loyalty to constituency over party, which may be more valuable to 

voters in single-member district systems where the legislator‒constituency connec-

tion is more salient (Cain et al., 1987; Lancaster, 1986; Searing, 1988), resulting in 

a stronger impact of legislator dissent among voters in single-member district sys-

tems. We argue that both explanations have merit, meaning that voter preferences 

for legislator dissent should travel to—but also be significantly weaker within—

multi-member district systems.  

Methodologically, we turn from the previous focus on political trust to voters’ 

preferences for political candidates to pinpoint the electoral incentives candidates 

face for disrupting party policy across political systems. To this end, we use a re-

search design combining observational and experimental data from four original sur-

veys with over 5.000 respondents across the US, UK, and Denmark. We include the 
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US and UK to replicate existing findings with our experimental design and to show 

similar voter rewards for legislator dissent across these highly different countries 

sharing the single-member district electoral system. Denmark is included as a multi-

member district system, where open-lists allow voters to reward individual legislators. 

Due to relatively high party membership density (Rahat & Kenig, 2018, 303), rela-

tively high trust in political parties (Mungiu-Pippidi, 2015, 10), and fewer examples 

of legislator dissent (Depauw & Martin, 2009), Denmark is considered a less likely 

case to find effects of legislator dissent. 

We present three main findings. First, Danish multi-member district voters 

also prefer legislators who dissent from the party to follow their constituency. Second, 

these effects are significantly stronger among British and American single-member 

district voters. Third, our experiment provides firm evidence that this difference 

exists due to stronger preferences for constituency representation in the American 

and British single-member district systems.  

Our findings imply that challenges for effective party governance and demo-

cratic accountability posed by voter preferences for party dissent are not only rele-

vant to single-member district systems, but also to the more widespread multi-mem-

ber district systems. We conclude by discussing these implications, the limitations 

of our study, and ways to move comparative research on this issue forward.   
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2 Voter preferences for party dissent: Integrity 
and constituency loyalty 

An extensive literature argues that legislators face electoral incentives to break party 

discipline to appeal to local constituents (Carey & Shugart, 1995; Finnochiaro & 

Mackenzie, 2018). Voters care about how legislators vote (Ansolabehere & Jones, 

2010), and legislators can therefore through party dissent reveal information about 

themselves to voters (Patty, 2016, 176). However, there are different theories about 

the information that voters may derive from legislator dissent, which have different 

implications for the extent to which legislator dissent can be expected to have a 

general effect on voter evaluation or an effect conditional on the political system.  

First, some theoretical work argues that voters respond positively to politicians 

who dissent from their party because it serves as a signal of integrity (Campbell et 

al., 2016; Carson et al., 2010). By breaking with the party line, politicians risk sig-

nificant within-party disagreement and sanctions in terms of party nomination and 

promotion (Depauw & Martin, 2009). Such behaviour therefore sends a strong signal 

to voters that legislators are committed to political principle over personal aspira-

tions and party interests.  

Second, party-dissenting legislators can be rewarded by voters for signalling 

constituency loyalty. While several studies have found constituency service (e.g., 

casework or surgeries) to be the most crucial strategy for courting constituents (Cain 

et al., 1987; Fenno, 1978; Norton & Woods, 1993), representation of the constituency 

can also be seen in relation to legislative behaviour (Kam, 2009). In situations where 

the policy positions of the party and constituency are at odds, politicians must make 

difficult decisions between following one of these core bases of support (Carson et 

al., 2010, 601). Following the position of the constituency is particularly effective 
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when it requires legislators to dissent from the party line, because it signals a will-

ingness to risk sanctions in order to represent the interests of the constituency. By 

dissenting, legislators send a strong signal that they are true representatives of the 

constituency and in sync with the opinions and interests of voters.  

The two explanations have different implications for how political systems may 

moderate the effect of legislator dissent. The personal integrity of politicians is gen-

erally considered a valence characteristic and should likely shape voter evaluations 

of politicians universally, across political systems (Laustsen & Bor, 2017; Bøggild et 

al., 2020). The signal of integrity associated with party dissent should therefore be 

of importance across political systems, making party dissenters more popular than 

party loyalists.  

 

H1: Legislator dissent has a positive effect on voter preference across single-

member and multi-member district systems. 

 

In contrast, the constituency-loyalty signal may not resonate equally well with voters 

across political systems. The value voters ascribe to constituency representation de-

pend on the strength of the accountability linkage between legislator and constitu-

ency (Lancaster, 1986). This linkage is argued to be stronger in single-member dis-

trict systems compared to multi-member district systems (Cain et al. 1987; 

Heithusen et al. 2005).2 In single-member district systems, voters only evaluate a 

 
2 Carey & Shugart (1995) argue that multi-member district systems incentivize legislators to engage in can-

didate-centred activities such as party dissent due to intra-party competition, although the empirical evidence 
remains mixed (for a review, see Pedersen & vanHeerde-Hudson 2019, 18-19). Importantly, our focus is on 
voter preferences for party dissent across single-member and multi-member district systems and, as such, oper-
ates at a different analytical level.  
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single incumbent’s loyalty to the constituency, and, here, dissent from the party line 

serves as a meaningful and feasible signal, as outlined above. However, as the number 

of representatives in a district increases, it becomes increasingly demanding and 

complex for voters to keep track of which representatives signal loyalty to the con-

stituency through party dissent. In Denmark, for example, (the multi-member dis-

trict country we analyse below), voters, on average, have 13.5 representatives in 

their district, which should make it inherently difficult to observe and remember 

which legislators signal constituency loyalty through party dissent (Pedersen & 

vanHeerde-Hudson 2019). As such, we expect that multi-member district voters will 

be more inclined to give up on tracking which representatives represent their con-

stituency and turn attention to parties at the national level in order to evaluate 

elites and hold them accountable. In line with this argument, Norris (2004, 238-243) 

has demonstrated that voters in multi-member district systems are less inclined to 

familiarise themselves with their constituency representatives. Moreover, multi-

member district legislators engage less in constituency casework and pork barrel 

politics, probably because voters are less inclined to notice such activities 

(Heitshusen, Young, & Wood, 2005, 37-38; Lancaster, 1986). Further, multi-member 

district system voters should be less accustomed to such behaviour and, as a down-

stream consequence, may perceive strong displays of constituency loyalty at the 

party’s expense as unusual or even as undue attempts at vote pandering (Lancaster, 

1986; Bøggild, 2016). This leads us to expect that the effect of legislator dissent is 

stronger in single-member district systems where voters reward legislator dissent not 

only because it signals integrity (as expressed in H1) but, in addition, because it 

signals loyalty to the constituency.  H2: The positive effect of legislator dissent is 
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intensified—on top of the effect of signalling integrity—in single-member district 

systems where voters place more value on constituency representation. 

3 Research design and data 
Testing our expectations presents methodological challenges. First, we need varia-

tion in electoral systems, but such fundamental institutions change very little over 

time, are bundled with other political system characteristics, and are inherently dif-

ficult to manipulate. Second, we need voter-level experimental data combined with 

observational data to increase internal as well as external validity.  Third, we need 

to be able to identify whether different responses to legislator dissent across electoral 

systems can in fact be attributed to different voter reactions to signals of constitu-

ency loyalty. To accommodate these challenges, we use a design combining classic 

country comparison with within-country experimental studies designed to measure 

effects of legislative dissent and disentangle signals of integrity and constituency 

loyalty.  

We include observational and experimental data from three nationally repre-

sentative surveys fielded simultaneously by the survey agency YouGov (April 21, 

2017) to citizens in the US (n=1,000), the UK (n=1,073), and Denmark (n=1,018), 

matching the adult voting populations on age, gender, education, and geographical 

placement, including the exact same question formats. We include an additional 

fourth survey using a convenience sample to conduct additional robustness tests 

(n=2,060). 

3.1 Obtaining variation in electoral systems 
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Conducting high quality and well-powered surveys across countries is costly. As such, 

we cannot survey respondents in a large enough number of countries to isolate var-

iation in electoral systems from all other country-level variation. Rather, we obtain 

and investigate the relevant variation by strategically selecting three countries. 

First, we include the US in which most of the existing work on party dissent 

is conducted to ensure that our design replicates existing findings, and, ultimately, 

validate our experimental design.  

Second, we include Denmark as a multi-member district system contrasting 

the single-member district system of US. As mentioned above, Denmark, on average, 

has 13.5 representatives per district, meaning that voters should pay less attention 

to party dissent as a signal of constituency loyalty according to the argument laid 

out in H2. Denmark is a suitable system for two additional reasons. First, while 

Danish voters may be less inclined to prioritize constituency representation relative 

to single-member district voters, the very concept of constituency representation 

should be familiar to them.  Denmark is organized into geographical electoral dis-

tricts, making constituency representation meaningful, and candidates run on open 

party lists which makes the choice of individual candidates relevant to Danish voters 

(Proksch & Slapin 2015). Second,  Denmark also constitutes a less likely case for 

identifying effects of legislative dissent. Dissent from the party line is comparatively 

rare among politicians in Denmark (Depauw & Martin, 2009), which possibly influ-

ences voters’ norms and preferences for politicians to follow party policy. Consistent 

with this notion, Danes express comparatively high levels of trust in political parties 

(Mungiu-Pippidi, 2015, 10), and party membership density is high (Rahat & Kenig, 

2018). Hence, if we find that electoral rewards for party dissent exist in this context, 

they are likely to travel to other multi-member district systems as well. 
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By only comparing the US and Denmark, however, we cannot identify which 

country difference moderates how voters react to party dissent. We therefore include 

the UK as the third country. UK resembles Denmark in terms of being an old, 

strongly party-centred parliamentary system and thus very different from the US—

except that it is a single-member district system (Cain et al. 1987). If this charac-

teristic is crucial for voter reaction to dissent as indicated by the constituency-loyalty 

explanation, legislator dissent should have a similar impact on voter preference in 

the US and UK despite other important differences. Indeed, Kirkland & Slapin (2019) 

show that UK and US legislators are very similar in terms of dissent.  

3.2 Ensuring internal and external validity 
To analyse preferences for legislator dissent at the voter level prioritising both inter-

nal and external validity, we collected observational and experimental data. The 

observational data allow us to investigate voters’ actual preferences for representa-

tive behaviour and how such preferences may differ across electoral systems. Specif-

ically, subjects were asked, ‘How should a politician vote if the voters in his/her 

constituency have one opinion on an issue and his/her party has a different opinion?’ 

followed by a dichotomous choice between constituency and party. This item has 

been validated extensively in past research, including in the three countries we study, 

and have generated theoretically consistent results in cross-national analyses (e.g., 

Eulau et al. 1959; Norris 1997; Deschouwer & Depauw 2012)3.  

Second, to strengthen internal validity and disentangle the two mechanisms, 

we rely on an experimental study including two experiments shown in Table I 

(Online Appendix B provides more details on the experiments).  

 
3 An alternative measure of the same underlying preferences for constituency versus party representation 

produces the same results (Online Appendix A).  
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TABLE I. Experimental design. Party dissent vs. party loyalty manipulation marked 

with bold text (US version) 

Experiment 1: 
Constituency vs. party condition 

Experiment 2: 
Own conviction vs. party condition 

A recent political decision introduced by Congress aims to relax the current restrictions 
on food irradiation. The policy was initiated and carried through by the chairman of the 
Scientific Committee on Food, Mark Petersen. 
Mark Petersen notes that his party [con-
stituency] has reservations about the relax-
ation of food irradiation but explains 
that ”it’s important that I follow my con-
stituency [party’s stance] as an elected 
official”. 

Mark Petersen notes that his party [he 
personally] has reservations about the re-
laxation of food irradiation but explains 
that ”it’s important that I follow my own 
[party’s] stance as an elected official”. 

Opponents of the policy have criticized 
Mark Petersen for turning his back on his 
party [constituents] to follow his constit-
uents [party] on this important matter. 

Opponents of the policy have criticized 
Mark Petersen for turning his back on his 
party [own intuition] to follow his own 
intuition [party] on this important matter. 

 

Subjects were randomly assigned to take part in one of two experiments. Both ex-

periments relate to a legislative decision on food irradiation initiated by Committee 

Chair Mark Petersen. Food irradiation was chosen based on prior studies showing 

that this issue has no strong party cue and is relevant across countries (Kam 2005). 

Even though legislative committees and committee chair positions have varying im-

portance, they are relevant political units across the three political systems and we 

prioritise identical terminology to meaningfully compare experimental results across 

countries.  

Experiment 1 was designed to emphasise the constituency-loyalty signal and 

test if Danish multi-member district voters respond differently to party dissent com-

pared to US and UK voters as suggested by the constituency-loyalty explanation. In 

this experiment, respondents therefore read that Petersen follows his constituency 

despite party reservations or, reversely, follows his party despite constituency pref-

erences.   
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Experiment 2 was almost identical to Experiment 1, except that it left out 

the signal of constituency loyalty, which allows us to test the integrity effect of 

legislator dissent deprived of constituency concerns.4 If the country differences we 

expect to observe in Experiment 1 are in fact driven by different responses to con-

stituency loyalty across the electoral systems, this subtle change in Experiment 2 

should make the effects of legislator dissent among US and UK voters drop to the 

same level as Danish voters. Specifically, the text in Experiment 2 was identical to 

Experiment 1, except that Petersen dissented from his party to follow his own con-

viction rather than his constituency.  

After reading one of the two conditions of either Experiment 1 or Experiment 

2, respondents were asked about their vote preference: ‘How likely is it that you 

would vote for a politician like Mark Petersen?’ on a 0 (very unlikely) to 10 (very 

likely) scale, which we rescaled 0‒1. 

 

  

 
4 This experimental manipulation was inspired by Campbell et al. (2016: 17-19), demonstrating in a single-

country study that voters responded positively to MPs speaking out publicly against their party (expressive 
party dissent) both when the MPs followed their own conscience and their constituency. Based on our experi-
mental setup, we expect more elaborate differences between these experimental conditions because we study 
legislative party dissent, which is arguably an even more costly and honest signal of party dissent.  
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4 Results 
We present our results in three steps. First, we analyse voters’ preferences for con-

stituency vis-a-vis party representation to provide observational evidence for differ-

ences in preferences across electoral systems. Second, we report the results of Exper-

iment 1 to show how legislator dissent motivated by constituency loyalty has a 

positive, causal effect on vote preferences and varies across single-member and multi-

member district systems. Finally, we present the results of Experiment 2 to demon-

strate how these differences can be attributed to different responses to the constitu-

ency-loyalty signal across electoral systems. 

Figure 1 shows a predominant preference among voters for legislators to vote 

in accordance with their constituency over their party in all three countries. Even in 

the Danish multi-member district system, a majority of the voters (56.98%) prefer 

legislators to vote in line with the constituency. However, this preference is most 

widespread in the US and the UK, the two single-member district countries (US: 

80.30%, UK: 79.12%). There is no significant difference between US and UK voters 

(p=0.506), whereas Danish voters are substantially less prone to prefer that legisla-

tors follow their constituency. The differences amount to over 20 percentage points 

(p-values < 0.001). Hence, voters across countries prefer constituency voting to party 

voting in line with the integrity explanation (H1) but loyalty to constituency rather 

than party is especially appreciated among voters in single-member district systems 

in accordance with the constituency-loyalty explanation (H2). 
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Figure 1: Percentage preferring constituency relative to party voting 
across countries 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Note: Error bars depict 95% confidence intervals. N(US)=1,000, N(UK)=1,073, 
N(DK)=1,018. 
 

Figure 2 shows the results of our two experiments. Panel a illustrates the 

effect of a legislator dissenting to signal loyalty to the constituency (Experiment 1). 

As expected in H2, voters in all three countries reward a dissenting legislator, but 

the effect is stronger among the American and British single-member district voters. 

Voter rewards for the legislator to follow the constituency over the party amounts 

to 19 percentage points in the US(p < 0.001) and 17 percentage points in the UK 

(p < 0.001), which is significantly stronger than the 7 percentage points in Denmark 

(p-values ≤ 0.002; for interaction models, see Online Appendix C). The effect of 

party dissent is thus reduced by 12 and 10 percentage points—more than half—

when moving from the US and UK single-member district contexts to the Danish 

multi-member district setting. This supports the constituency-loyalty explanation 

(H2). Still, these findings do not provide firm evidence that Danish multi-member 

district voters respond less positively to  
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Figure 2: Effect of ‘constituency condition’ relative to ‘party condition’ 
(Panel a) and ‘own conviction condition’ relative to ‘party condition’ 
(Panel b) on vote preference across countries. 

  

 

 
Note: Error bars depict 95% confidence intervals. N(US)=1,000, N(UK)=1,073, 
N(DK)=1,018. 
 
legislator dissent because they are less likely to reward constituency loyalty as sug-

gested by the constituency-loyalty explanation. 
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To demonstrate that this is the case, we compare the results from Experiments 

1 and 2, the latter being displayed in Panel b. The most important thing to notice 

is that the different reactions across single- and multi-member district voters estab-

lished in Experiment 1 become insignificant and amount to only three and five per-

centage points when moving to Experiment 2, in which any mention of the legislator 

dissenting from the party to follow the constituency was left out (p-values > 0.100; 

for interaction models, see Online Appendix C). Hence, when we leave out the exact 

element that should elicit different responses across electoral systems (i.e., the signal 

of constituency loyalty), the significant country differences disappear. Danish multi-

member district voters respond similarly to party dissent regardless of whether it 

serves to signal constituency loyalty (Experiment 1) or not (Experiment 2) (7 vs. 7 

percentage points, equality of coefficients test: p=0.979). In contrast, single-member 

district voters are more inclined to reward legislators for party dissent in Experiment 

1, where it involves signalling loyalty to the constituency, compared to Experiment 

2 in both the US (19 vs. 12 percentage points, equality of coefficients test: p= 0.045) 

and the UK (17 vs. 10 percentage points, equality of coefficients test: p=0.028). In 

short, it is the signal of constituency loyalty that makes single-member district voters 

in the US and UK respond more positively to legislator dissent compared to multi-

member district Danish voters. This underlines that the different effects established 

in Experiment 1 do not reflect some general country difference such as trust in po-

litical parties but are driven by different voter responses to legislators who prioritise 

loyalty to their constituency over their party across single-member and multi-mem-

ber district systems. 
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5 Robustness and mechanisms 
The findings above leave open two questions concerning the robustness and under-

lying mechanisms of the findings. First, in order to allow for a meaningful comparison 

between the countries, the experiments were conducted without ascribing party cues 

to the legislator. However, this raises the question whether the reported findings are 

robust and generalise to a real-life setting where voter identification with the party 

may affect their evaluations (Druckman et al. 2013). This could result in a zero-sum 

dynamic in which politicians face no real incentive to dissent from their party be-

cause they simultaneously experience electoral gains and losses among different parts 

of the electorate. Second, although comparing our two experiments provided firm 

evidence for the mechanism underlying H2, this test did not provide direct evidence 

for the mechanism underlying H1: that party dissent also increases electoral support 

by signalling integrity.  

To probe these two questions, we conducted a final survey. Because adding 

party cues to the experiments required additional experimental groups (i.e., 12 

groups in total) and, in turn, more respondents, we relied on a convenience sample 

of US citizens recruited through the Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) platform 

collected February 17‒19, 2017 (n=2,060) (for sample characteristics see Online Ap-

pendix D). Recent studies have validated that MTurk samples produce unbiased and 

almost identical treatment effects in experimental studies relative to representative 

samples, even though MTurk samples include an overrepresentation of liberal and 

Democratic respondents (Coppock, 2018).  

The survey was identical to the one in the cross-national surveys, except that 

it was extended in two ways. First, Experiments 1 and 2 were extended by describing 

the legislator 1) without a party label (as in the other surveys), 2) as a Republican, 
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or 3) as a Democrat. Second, the survey included an additional follow-up question 

to tap how subjects perceived the integrity of the legislator by asking: ‘Based on the 

description, to what extent do you think Mark Petersen is someone who passes policy 

to further his own political career?’ on a 0 (not at all) to 10 (to a very large extent) 

scale, which we rescaled 0‒1. Using Imai et al. (2011)’s causal mediation analysis 

approach, we test whether perceptions of integrity mediate and account for some of 

the effect of party dissent on vote preferences. Since the mediating variable is not 

experimentally manipulated, we report the estimates’ sensitivity to omitted con-

founders (Imai et al. 2011). Still, our mediation analyses do not offer the same level 

of internal validity as the experimental results above and should be interpreted with 

the usual reservations associated with cross-sectional data in mind (for a discussion, 

see Imai et al. 2011). 

5.1 Analyses 
Table II displays the findings from the extended version of Experiment 1. First, 

Model I shows that subjects are 25 percentage points more likely to vote for the 

legislator when described as dissenting from the party to follow the constituency 

than vice versa. This replicates the finding from the US nationally representative 

sample. Second, the interaction term reported in Model II shows that there is no 

significant or substantial difference between the effects of party dissent across the 

experiments with and without party cues. 
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TABLE II. Effect of party-constituency manipulation (Model I) and in-
teraction effect with no party cue vs. party cue conditions (Model II) on 
vote preference (Experiment 1). 

 Model I:  
Vote preference 

Model II:  
Vote preference 

Constant 0.25*** 
(0.02) 

0.24*** 
(0.02) 

Party dissent to follow constituency 0.26*** 
(0.01) 

0.29*** 
(0.03) 

Party cue present (ref. no party cue) ‒ 0.01 
(0.02) 

Party dissent × Party cue ‒ ‒0.05 
(0.04) 

N 1.046 1.046 

R2 0.19 0.19 

Note: OLS coefficients with robust standard errors in parentheses. *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 
0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001. All tests are two-sided.  
 

Table III reports the findings from the extended version of Experiment 2 and 

paints a similar picture. First, in line with the findings from the US nationally rep-

resentative sample, Model I, Table III shows that subjects are 11 percentage points 

more likely to vote for the politician when described as dissenting from the party to 

follow his own conviction rather than vice versa. Second, the interaction term in 

Model II demonstrates that the effects of party dissent are substantially similar re-

gardless of whether party cues are introduced or left out of the experiment. In sum, 

the results in Tables II and III confirm that the experimental effects are not reduced 

when adding further realism to the experimental setup by introducing party cues. 
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TABLE III. Effect of party-own conviction manipulation (Model I) and 
interaction effect with no party cue vs. party cue conditions (Model II) 
on vote preference (Experiment 1). 

  Model I:  
Vote preference 

Model II:  
Vote preference 

Constant  0.33*** 
(0.01) 

0.33*** 
(0.02) 

Party dissent to follow own  
conviction 

 0.11*** 
(0.02) 

0.12*** 
(0.03) 

Party cue present (ref. no party 
cue) 

 
‒ ‒0.00 

(0.03) 

Party dissent × Party cue  ‒ ‒0.02 
(0.04) 

N  1.014 1.014 

R2  0.04 0.04 

Note: OLS coefficients with robust standard errors in parentheses. *p ≤ 0.05; **p 
≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001. All tests are two-sided. 
 

Turning to test the argument that legislator dissent is, in part, rewarded be-

cause it increases voters’ perception of the integrity of politicians, Figure 3 reports 

results from two structural equation models based on Experiments 1 and 2, respec-

tively. Starting with Experiment 1, the upper panel shows the effects of the politician 

being described as following constituency over party rather than vice versa on vote 

preferences and the indirect effect through perceptions of the politician’s integrity. 

As expected, we see that the effect of legislator dissent partly goes through subjects’ 

perceptions of the politician’s integrity, accounting for 41.71% of the total effect. 

Sensitivity analyses indicate that this mediation analysis is robust (Rho (ρ )=0.50).  
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Figure 3: Direct and indirect effect of politician following constituency 

over party (upper panel) and following own conviction over party (lower 

panel) on vote preferences. 

 

 
Note: Coefficients based on Imai et al. (2011)’s causal mediation approach. N(upper 

panel) = 1,045. N(lower panel) = 1,014. 

 

The lower panel reports the results from Experiment 2. Similarly, the effect of 

the politician being described as following his own conviction over party rather than 

vice versa is also mediated through perceptions of the politician’s integrity. Substan-

tially, this single-item measure of perceived integrity accounts for 66.82% of the total 

effect of party dissent. Again, sensitivity analyses indicate that the mediation effect 

is robust (ρ =0.50). As mentioned above, the mediating variable is not subject to 

experimental control, meaning that the results should be considered as suggestive 

evidence that party dissent impacts vote preferences through perceptions of politi-

cians’ integrity. However, the first part of the causal chain is subject to experimental 

control. Hence, with the internal validity associated with experimental research de-

signs, we can establish that politicians who dissent from the party line are perceived 

as having more integrity relative to those who toe the party line. 
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6 Conclusion 
A rich literature demonstrates that voters reward legislators who dissent from the 

political line of their party. This has raised concerns about the workings and sus-

tainability of party democracy (Manin 1997; Bøggild & Pedersen 2018). However, 

almost all empirical studies are conducted in single-member district systems, which 

are generally considered a most-likely setting for observing such preferences. This 

study investigates voter reactions to legislative dissent across three countries includ-

ing Denmark as a multi-member-district system. Hereby, we contribute to an emerg-

ing comparative research agenda (Bøggild 2020), which is needed to fully grasp the 

extent of the electoral incentives for legislative dissent and their potential implica-

tions.  

At the theoretical level, we contribute by specifying why and when legislator 

dissent is rewarded among voters. To address the ‘why,’ we identify and integrate 

two theoretical mechanisms, integrity and constituency loyalty, linking legislator 

dissent to voters’ candidate preferences. This, in turn, allows us to address the ‘when,’ 

as we argue that these explanations have implications for how voter preferences for 

legislator dissent vary across single-member and multi-member district systems. 

Voter preferences for legislator dissent should also exist—but be significantly 

weaker—within multi-member district systems because constituency-loyalty is less 

valued in these systems.   

At the empirical level, we support these arguments based on observational and 

experimental data. Both types of data confirm that voters across countries prefer 

politicians who dissent from their party to follow the constituency, and that this 

preference is stronger in the two single-member district systems. Our findings imply 
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that threats from legislative dissent to stable party governance and democratic ac-

countability are less severe than we might expect from previous work. Conversely, 

the fact that legislator dissent has a significant effect even in a less likely context 

such as Denmark underlines that parties may universally—albeit to different de-

grees—be facing pressure against internal cohesiveness.  

 While this study provides an important test of whether and to what extent 

voter rewards for legislator dissent exist beyond single-member district systems, the 

comparative scope of our study is limited. We encourage further comparative work 

investigating other institutional variables within multi-member district settings. For 

example, voter responses could be different in closed-list multi-member district sys-

tems or in systems without local constituencies. Indeed, preferences for legislator 

dissent and constituency loyalty may not extend to such contexts, constituting po-

tential scope conditions for our theoretical argument. Moreover, political campaigns 

and cultures may moderate the impact of institutions, probing voters to expect cer-

tain types of representation. Answering such comparative research questions will 

further advance our understanding of the challenges voter preferences for party dis-

sent pose for politicians and parties and how these challenges differ in degree and 

character across political systems. 
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APPENDIX A: Alternative measure of voter preferences for constituency versus party 
representation 
 

To measure preferences for representation beyond legislative voting (as reported in the main text), two 

questions were used to form an index measuring voters’ preferences for constituency representation 

relative to party representation. Subjects were asked how important it is that politicians are (1) 

‘Representing the constituency in Parliament’ (‘Congress’ in the US) and (2) ‘Defending party policy’ on 

a 1 (not at all important) to 4 (very important) scale. Because we are interested in the relative weight 

that voters assign to these two tasks, we reverse-coded the ‘defending party policy’ item and 

summarised the two items into an index rescaled 0‒1 (M=0.60, SD=0.16). Hence, respondents scoring 

1 on this index assign the highest importance to the constituency and the lowest importance to party 

policy, respondents scoring 0.5 assign similar value to the two tasks, and respondents scoring 0 assign 

the highest important to party policy and the lowest importance to constituency representation.  

Figure A1 supports the reported findings. Consistent with H1, a majority of voters across the three 

countries prefer legislators to represent their constituency over defending party policy, with mean scores 

above 0.5 on the representation preference index. Even in the Danish multi-member district case, voters 

prefer constituency over party representation, indicating a general preference for legislators who prioritise 

their constituency over their party. Consistent with H2, American and British voters exhibit stronger 

preferences for legislators to represent their constituency over defending party policy with mean scores 

of 0.64 than Danish voters with a mean score of 0.52, which is significantly lower than in the US and 

UK, amounting to a difference of 12 percentage points (p-values < 0.001).   
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FIGURE A1. Mean score on index of perceived importance of representing constituency 
relative to defending party policy across countries 
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APPENDIX B: Details on the experimental design 
 

The experimental stimuli were designed to obtain (1) realism and (2) comparable estimates across the 

three countries. To obtain realism and ensure that the vignettes were meaningful for the subjects, the 

word “Congress” was substituted with the word “Parliament” in the Danish and British versions. 

Moreover, the “The Scientific Committee on Food” was substituted with the British ‘Science and 

Technology Committee’ and the Danish ‘Environment and Food Committee’ (Miljø- og Fødevareudvalget). 

To obtain comparable estimates across the three countries, the remaining parts of the 

stimuli were designed to ensure that they could apply and be kept constant across all three countries. 

First, the issue of food irradiation was chosen because it is a politically relevant issue across countries 

that has been subject to political debate in all three cases. Second, to avoid cross-national differences in 

pre-treatment, the stimuli described the same fictitious politician, Mark Petersen, with a first and last 

name relatively common in all three countries. Third, the stimuli described Petersen as a committee 

chair. While committee chairs play a prominent role in developing and introducing bills in the US and 

Denmark, they have a somewhat less salient role in the British system. As such, the focus on cross-

country comparability to some extent comes at the expense of experimental realism in the UK case. 

However, we do not expect this to affect respondents’ responses to legislator party dissent since the 

position as committee chair was kept constant across all experimental conditions and considering that 

the results from the UK and US are largely indistinguishable.  

Moreover, in a study of political trust (Bøggild 2019), the wording of the experiment was 

further tested to explore possible biases caused by the stylistic design. Among a representative sample 

of UK voters (n=2,037) the wording of the experiment was changed in three ways. First, it refer to a 

real tax policy proposal made by Labour and highly salient in party communication as well as mass 

media coverage at the time. Second, the experiment referred to a real senior MP John Healey, Labour’s 

shadow housing minister. Finally, since committee chairs are less influential actors in the UK, John 
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Healey was presented as a regular MP. Making these three changes to increase the realism of the design 

and adjust it specifically to a British context, the experiment resulted in the same effects on 

respondents’ trust in the politician. As such, we do not expect that the choices made to ensure 

comparability across countries lead to biases due to lack of realism in the experimental design.  
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APPENDIX C: Full regression models with interaction effects between experimental 
conditions and country variable (Experiments 1 and 2) 
 

TABLE C1. Interaction effect between party-constituency conditions and country variable on 
vote preference (Experiment 1) 

 Vote 
preference 

Constant 0.26*** 
(0.01) 

Party dissent to follow constituency 0.07** 
(0.02) 

Country (ref. DK) - 
- 

   - US 0.06* 
(0.02) 

   - UK 0.06** 
(0.02) 

Party dissent * Country - 
- 

   - US 0.12*** 
(0.03) 

   - UK 0.10** 
(0.03) 

n 1.542 

R2 0.12 

Note: Coefficients from OLS regression models with robust standard errors in parentheses. Reference category for country 
variable is “Denmark”. *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001. All tests are two-sided.  
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TABLE C2. Interaction effect between party-own convictions condition and country variable 
on vote preference (Experiment 2) 

 Vote 
preference 

Constant 0.27*** 
(0.02) 

Party dissent to follow own conviction 0.07** 
(0.02) 

Country (ref. DK) - 
- 

   - US 0.02 
(0.02) 

   - UK 0.05* 
(0.02) 

Party dissent * Country - 
- 

   - US 0.05 
(0.03) 

   - UK 0.03 
(0.02) 

n 1.552 

R2 0.05 

Note: Coefficients from OLS regression models with robust standard errors in parentheses. Reference category for country 
variable is “Denmark”. *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001. All tests are two-sided.  
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APPENDIX D: Sample characteristics and experimental stimuli for MTurk study 
 

Experimental design:  

To test the effects of adding party labels to the experiments, the survey included Experiment 1 and 2 as 

described in the main text (without party labels), Experiment 1 and 2 in which the politician was 

described as a Republican, and Experiment 1 and 2 in which the politician was described as a 

Democrat. This amounts to 12 experimental conditions in total. Table C2 displays the full stimuli for 

the additional experimental conditions introduced in the survey. 

 

 

 

TABLE D1. Sample characteristics 

Collection 
period 

Females (%) Age (mean) Education Ideology* 
(mean) 

Party identification 
(%) 

February 

17-19, 

2017 

51.87% 38.00 Less than high school: 0.34% 

High school graduate: 10.96% 

Some college: 29.38% 

Currently college student: 4.42% 

College graduate: 29.95% 

Post college graduate: 14.95% 

3.72 Democrats: 53.85% 

Independents: 13.28% 

Republicans: 32.87% 

*Ideology was measured on a traditional 1-7 scale ranging from ‘Extremely Liberal’ to ‘Extremely 
Conservative.’ n = 2.061 
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TABLE D2. Experimental stimuli for Experiment 1 (left column) and Experiment 2 (right column) in 
MTurk study: Republican vs. Democratic Party cue manipulation marked with bold text.  

Experiment 1: Constituency vs. party 

condition 

Experiment 2: Own conviction vs. party 

condition 

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

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

on Food, Mark Petersen, a Democrat [Republican]. 

Mark Petersen notes that his party [constituency] 

has reservations about the relaxation of food 

irradiation but explains that ”it’s important that I 

follow my constituency [party’s stance] as an 

elected official”. 

Mark Petersen notes that his party [he personally] 

has reservations about the relaxation of food 

irradiation but explains that ”it’s important that I 

follow my own [party’s] stance as an elected 

official”. 

Opponents of the policy have criticized Mark 

Petersen for turning his back on his party, the 

Democratic [Republican] Party, [constituents] 

to follow his constituents [party, the 

Democratic [Republican] Party,] on this 

important matter. 

Opponents of the policy have criticized Mark 

Petersen for turning his back on his party, the 

Democratic [Republican] Party, [own 

intuition] to follow his own intuition [party, the 

Democratic [Republican] Party,] on this 

important matter. 
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