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A Clarity Model of District Representation:  

District Magnitude and Pork Priorities 
 
 
 

Parliamentary party leaders have an electoral incentive to protect the informational value of 
their party's label by promoting unity, but recent research has shown that parties can also 
benefit electorally from appealing broadly through a wide distribution of candidate positions 
on political issues. This article suggests that party leaders with formal candidate nomination 
powers balance these incentives by nominating new candidates who are more congruent 
with the party when the distribution of issue positions among the senior candidates is wide, 
and, conversely, by nominating new candidates who are more divergent from the party when 
the senior candidate position distribution is narrow. These possibilities are tested with 
candidate survey data from six parliamentary democracies, and the results show that new 
party leader nominations are indeed conditional on the senior candidate distribution, but only 
on issues that are salient to the party’s electoral brand. 
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A Clarity Model of District Representation:  

District Magnitude and Pork Priorities 

 

Democratic theorists have long argued that an important job of elected representatives is to 

represent their districts (Eulau et al. 1959; Eulau and Karps 1977; Miller and Stokes 1963; 

Pitkin 1967). The most famous theoretical model of district-targeted representation suggests 

that a higher district magnitude leads to more district-targeted representation when the party’s 

list is open (i.e. when voters may disturb the ballot), but less district focus when it is closed 

(Carey and Shugart 1995). Some studies find empirical evidence in favor of this model 

(Farrell and Scully 2007; Ingall and Crisp 2001; Shugart, Valdini, and Suominen 2005; Crisp 

et al. 2004); however, others do not (Heitshusen, Young, and Wood 2005; Selb and Lutz 

2015; Sieberer 2006; Weßels 1999). 

 In this paper, we suggest that one reason Carey and Shugart (1995)’s theory may 

not always be supported is that its applicability depends on the type of district-targeted 

representation. We put forth a theoretical model that may be more appropriate for explaining 

forms of district-targeted representation where legislators can share credit for representational 

outcomes, such as pork provision. Specifically, we revisit Lancaster (1986) and argue for a 

clarity model of pork provision.1 The clarity model asserts that legislators on both open and 

closed party lists have incentives to prioritize and engage in channeling government resources 

and services to their districts (i.e., pork). What explains how much they do so is district 

magnitude. Where district magnitude is high, multiple legislators in a district can take credit 

for any goods and services allocated to the district. Legislative responsibility for pork is 

blurred and thus fewer legislators should prioritize and engage in pork provision. Where 

                                                           
1 We give the model this name due to its resemblance to the clarity of responsibility model in 

the economic voting literature (Powell and Whitten 1993).   
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district magnitude is low, fewer legislators can share credit and voters can more easily 

attribute legislative responsibility for pork to specific legislators and/or parties. Clarity of 

responsibility is higher and legislators should be more likely to prioritize or engage in pork 

provision. The clarity model suggests that it is district magnitude independently, rather than 

its interaction with ballot type, that explains pork efforts.    

We test the clarity model by analyzing the importance that national legislators assign 

to pork provision with region-wide data from presidential democracies in Latin America and 

parliamentary democracies in Western Europe. The Latin American data cover national 

assembly legislators in 52 surveys from 14 countries and come from the PELA surveys of 

Latin American legislators. The European data include MPs in 18 surveys from 10 countries 

and come from the Comparative Candidate Surveys (CCS) of European parliamentary 

candidates. We find that, across regions and forms of government, larger district magnitude is 

associated with less value placed on pork provision by legislators on both open and closed 

party lists, just as the clarity model suggests.  

 

Institutional theories of district-targeted representation.  

Carey and Shugart’s (1995) theoretical model of personal vote-seeking incentives is the most 

famous institutional model of district-targeted representation. Carey and Shugart (1995) 

classify electoral systems by the degree of control that parties have over their ballots (i.e., 

ballot), the nature of vote pooling in the system (pool), and who voters can vote for in the 

election (vote), and they argue that ballot control interacted with district magnitude should 

produce different effects on personal vote-seeking incentives. Specifically, their model 

indicates that a higher district magnitude leads to more district-targeted representation (i.e., 

personal vote seeking) among legislators on open party lists because intra-party competition 

encourages representatives to spend more time catering to the voters in their district. For 
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legislators on closed party lists, on the other hand, a higher district magnitude should lead to 

less district-focused representation (i.e., personal vote seeking) because more competitors in 

the district means more party-focused behavior (instead of district-focused behavior) to 

ensure a desirable ballot position in the future.  

Carey and Shugart’s model distinguishes variation in vote-seeking incentives within 

open and closed party list systems among different combinations of ballot, pool, and vote. 

However, all combinations of ballot, pool, and vote when party leaders control the ballot (i.e., 

when the list is closed) should have a negative relationship with district magnitude whereas 

they should have a positive relationship when voters have the ability to disturb the ballot (i.e., 

when the list is open).2 It is this interactive relationship between ballot type and district 

magnitude that many studies have focused on since the publication of Carey and Shugart’s 

seminal paper (e.g. André, Depauw and Deschouwer, 2012; André and Depauw, 2013; 

André, Depauw, and Martin, 2015; Crisp et al. 2004). Shugart himself develops this, in a 

paper with coauthors, Valdini and Suominen, arguing that legislators display more personal 

vote-earning attributes (PVEAs), such as local birthplaces and local-level political 

experience, as district magnitude increases in open list systems and fewer PVEAs as 

magnitude increases in closed list systems (Shugart, Valdini, and Suominen 2005).  

A number of studies have found empirical support for Carey and Shugart’s theory 

(Farrell and Scully 2007; Ingall and Crisp 2001; Shugart, Valdini, and Suominen 2005; Crisp 

et al. 2004). However, other research has produced evidence that contradicts this model 

(André and Depauw 2013; Carey 1996; Desposato 2006; Kerevel 2015; Selb and Lutz 2015; 

Taylor 1992). Although Carey and Shugart’s model may work well for some types of district-

targeted representation, it may not work as well for others. Specifically, it may fit types of 

                                                           
2 These relationships are clearly displayed in Carey and Shugart’s (1995, 435) Figure 1. 
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representation where legislators can be individually associated with them, such as personal 

vote-earning attributes or position taking, but it may not work well for forms of 

representation where outcomes cannot always be attributed to individual legislators or parties 

so easily, such as pork or some types of casework. We think another model that we call the 

“clarity model” may be a better match for how and when legislators prioritize and potentially 

engage in pork provision (Lancaster 1986). The clarity model holds that pork provision is a 

priority for legislators on both open and closed list ballots, and asserts that district magnitude 

is the key institutional determinant of how much priority legislators place on pork. This is 

because a higher district magnitude blurs clarity of responsibility for provided pork regardless 

of whether the ballot is open or closed.  

Legislators in both open and closed list systems should prioritize and engage in pork 

barrel politics because pork generates votes for legislators and parties. Legislators in open list 

contexts are responsive to voters and prioritize pork in an effort to gain support from voters. 

In closed list contexts, legislators are more responsive to parties than voters, but pork is 

important for parties to gain votes, and legislators prioritize it at the request of parties or to 

curry favor with the party in the future (Carey 1996; Kerevel 2015; Taylor 1992). They may 

not prioritize it as much as legislators on open lists (Lancaster and Patterson 1990), but 

parties and legislators do have reasons to place value on it in closed list contexts too.  

What explains variation in pork barrel politics then? The clarity model suggests it is 

district magnitude. Clarity of responsibility for “bringing home the goods” is lower when 

district magnitude is high. Any legislator in a multimember district can credibly claim credit 

for pork because the legislative bargaining process that leads to pork often takes place behind 

closed doors. When more representatives in a district can claim credit for an outcome that 

favors the district, it becomes more difficult for voters to determine who is actually 

responsible (Samuels 2002). Legislators in high district magnitude contexts thus face a free-
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rider problem—they have few incentives to prioritize pork when other representatives in the 

district can claim credit for it as well.3 Samuels (2002, 850) highlights this in Brazil, arguing 

that pork is difficult to claim credit for even in large districts because credit claiming depends 

on how well a legislator “succeeds in providing information on or generating a positive spin 

on his or her achievements.” Any legislator in a district could do this whether they were 

ultimately responsible for the pork or not. District magnitude, then, is associated with clarity 

of responsibility for pork outcomes and provides different incentives for legislators to 

priorities and/or engage in pork when it is low or high.  

In sum, the clarity model generates a single, but important, hypothesis:  higher 

district magnitude will be associated with legislators placing less priority on pork provision in 

both open and closed list systems. In the remainder of this paper, we evaluate this hypothesis 

empirically in Europe and Latin America with survey data on legislators’ pork provision 

priorities. 

 

Data and analyses 

Whereas most previous pork provision studies have been within-country case studies (Ames 

1995; Calvo and Murillo 2004; Chasquetti and Micozzi 2014; Golden and Picci 2008; 

Kerevel 2015; Samuels 2002; Stratmann and Baur 2002) or region-specific small-n analyses 

(Carey 1996; Crisp et al. 2004), we use region-wide elite survey data from Latin America 

                                                           
3 Lancaster suggests that the openness of the list could have a positive additive effect on 

district-targeted representation, not an interactive effect. 
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(presidential systems) and Western Europe (parliamentary systems) that measure legislator 

priorities for pork provision.4  

 An important advantage of this approach is that the common questionnaires used 

within each of the two elite survey projects enable us to analyze a large number of countries 

and a large sample of legislators to ensure substantial variation in electoral rules and their 

effects. A disadvantage, however, is that we measure a legislator’s priority for pork provision 

rather than their actual behavior of allocating pork to their district. We recognize the 

importance of substantiating the findings here with behavioral (e.g., archival) measures in 

future research, even if it means fewer legislators and countries. However, we think that the 

tradeoff for a larger sample is justified here because attitudes toward pork provision are 

important on their own, they are indicative of behavior, and they are similarly shaped by 

electoral incentives in a political system.  

 

PELA (Latin America) 

We use PELA survey data (1998-2017) to analyze the relationship between electoral rules 

and pork provision priorities in Latin America. Our dataset contains 4,259 legislators from 

the lower or unicameral house in 14 Latin American countries, across the PELA survey 

waves, who were asked the following question about how much they prioritize the provision 

of district resources (i.e. pork) in their legislative work.5  

                                                           
4 Descriptive statistics and robustness checks for models are in the online appendix. All 

appendix models support the findings presented here. 

5 The countries included are the ones where we can distinguish the rules under which the 

legislators were elected (see online appendix for full list of cases). Mexico, Bolivia, 
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How important to your legislative work is securing resources for your district? 

 

1. Not at all important 

2. A little important 

3. Fairly important 

4. Very important 

 

In order to evaluate the two theoretical models, we regress the answers to this question on 

district magnitude, a dummy variable that measures whether the legislator’s party list is open 

or closed as well as an interaction of these two independent variables. We use an ordered 

probit model given the categorical and ordered nature of the dependent variable, and the unit 

of analysis is the legislator in a survey wave. We allow the intercepts to vary at the level of 

the country-survey wave (i.e., random effects) to account for the possibility that legislators in 

some countries focus more on providing resources to their constituents during some survey 

waves for reasons that are not captured by our independent variables. Finally, we control for 

several individual level variables—gender, the left-right ideology of the legislator (measured 

on a 1-10 scale), two dummy variables indicating whether the legislator was a member of the 

government or a governing coalition of parties, and “seniority” measured as the number of 

years the legislator had been in office at the time of the survey. We also control for an 

indexed combination of the ballot structure, the pooling of votes, and the number of available 

votes (called C&S personalism index), which Carey and Shugart (1995) argued could have 

additive effects on personal vote-seeking incentives beyond the ballot/district magnitude 

                                                           

Venezuela, and Panama were excluded because the PELA survey does not allow us to 

distinguish which electoral tier or district legislators were elected from.   
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interaction.6 Finally, we control for federalism and a country’s level of clientelism (DALP 

2014).  

The district magnitude variable ranges from 1 to 70 with a highly right-skewed 

distribution. Consequently, and following convention (André and Depauw 2013; Crisp et al. 

2004), we use the log of district magnitude in the statistical models. This also captures the 

intuition that the marginal effect of an increase in district magnitude in the low range is larger 

than in the high range. The ballot type variable (called closed list) is a dummy variable that 

takes a “1” for legislators on closed lists and a “0” for legislators on open lists (allowing us to 

interpret the coefficient on the district magnitude constituent term as the relationship between 

district magnitude and pork for legislators on open lists).7   

 

Table 1: Pork provision priorities in Latin America.  

                                                           
6 The index is measured on a 1-13 scale using Johnson and Wallack (2012)’s dataset, 

Schwindt-Bayer and Tavits’ (2016) update, and our own update using national sources for 

more recent years. Where Carey and Shugart and Johnson and Wallack differed in their 

coding scheme, we went with Carey and Shugart. 

7 We follow Carey and Shugart (1995) in coding electoral systems where ballot=0 as closed 

and where ballot=1 or 2 as open. Indeed, countries where ballot is coded 1 and 2 are different 

from one another in incentives to cultivate personal vote. However, we are focused on the 

interactive relationship between district magnitude and whether the list is open or closed and 

thus the key distinction we need to make is between where ballot = 0 and where it is 1 or 2 

(Carey and Shugart (1995, 431). The following countries are coded as having open lists: 

Brazil, Chile, Colombia (some parties/districts), Dominican Republic (from 2002 to 2010), 

Ecuador, El Salvador (2015), Honduras (from 2006), Peru, and Uruguay.  
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Parameters Model 1.1 Model 1.2 

Ln(M) -0.327*** 

(0.031) 

-0.322*** 

(0.032) 

Closed list 0.175 

(0.247) 

0.153 

(0.255) 

Ln(M)* Closed list 0.0003 

(0.044) 

-0.008 

(0.045) 

C&S personalism index 0.036 

(0.043) 

0.035 

(0.044) 

Female - 

 

0.125* 

(0.052) 

Left-right - 

 

0.042*** 

(0.010) 

Government - 

 

0.166** 

(0.054) 

Coalition - 0.080 

(0.083) 

Federalism - -0.120 

(0.243) 

Clientelism - 

 

0.060 

(0.040) 

Seniority - 

 

-0.004 

(0.004) 

Cut point 1 -2.401 

(0.261) 

-1.211 

(0.679) 

Cut point 2 -1.678 

(0.260) 

-0.482 

(0.678) 

Cut point 3 -0.855 

(0.259) 

0.362 

(0.678) 

Country-wave intercepts: Variance 0.269 

(0.059) 

0.261 

(0.058) 

Obs. 4,259 4,064 
***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.0.05. All models use ordered probit estimators. Standard errors are in parentheses.  

 

The results from this model specification are summarized in Table 1. Model 1.1 

analyzes the relationship between the theoretical variables and pork priorities without control 

variables, except for the personalism index. Model 1.2 includes all control variables. The 

negative and statistically significant district magnitude coefficient across both models 

indicates that district magnitude is negatively associated with pork provision priorities in 

Latin America among legislators on open lists. Furthermore, the interaction term is 
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insignificant. The relationship between pork and district magnitude is not conditional on 

whether the list is open or closed.  

 

Figure 1: Importance assigned to pork provision in Latin America    

 

Note: This figure shows the cumulative probability of each response option across the range of district 

magnitude for legislators on open lists in multimember districts (Model 1.1). The personalism index is held at its 

median open list value. 
 

The substantive effects of these parameter estimates are shown in Figure 1 as 

predicted cumulative probabilities. This figure shows the relationship between district 

magnitude (de-logged) and the priorities legislators on open lists assign to providing 

resources for their district. The cumulative probability of legislators on open lists considering 

it “very important” to provide resources for the district is 0.79 in a small multimember district 

(M = 2). This cumulative probability is a much lower 0.36 in a large multimember district (M 

= 70). A similar difference exists in systems with closed party lists (not shown in the figure): 

The cumulative probability of considering pork for the district “very important” is 0.80 when 

M = 2 and 0.37 when M = 70. The relationship between district magnitude and priority for 
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pork provision in Latin America is thus negative and significant, both statistically and 

substantively, for legislators on open and closed party lists. 

 

CCS (Western Europe) 

We use CCS data from ten countries and two waves (2006-2017) to analyze the priorities of 

MPs in Western Europe.8 The survey question that we use for the dependent variable is the 

best available that taps into the representational goal of pork provision—taking care of the 

socio-economic well-being of the district:9  

 

 

How strongly did you emphasize each of the following in your campaign? 

Taking care of the socio-economic well-being of the constituency 

 

1. Not at all 

2. Not much 

3. Somewhat 

4. Much 

5. Very much10 
 

                                                           
8 We again exclude cases where we cannot distinguish the rules under which the legislators 

were elected, and some additional countries were excluded because the country’s survey did 

not ask the dependent variable question (or asked it using a different scale in the case of 

Canada and Australia). The following countries are in the analyses: Denmark, Finland, 

Greece, Iceland, Italy, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, Norway, Portugal, and 

Switzerland. 

9 Although this question is not perfect, we do think it captures localistic priorities related to 

social and economic benefits for constituents. A similar question is used by André and 

Depauw (2013) to measure localistic project work.   

10 The response categories presented to the candidates were in the opposite order, but we 

reversed the scale to make interpretation of the coefficients more intuitive. 
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We replicate the statistical model from Latin America with these Western European 

countries.11 District magnitude ranges from 1 to 150, and we again log it. The ballot type 

variable is “1” for MPs who run on a closed list and “0” for MPs who run on an open list.12  

 

Table 2: Advancing the socioeconomic well-being of the constituency in Western Europe.  

                                                           
11 In this analysis, “seniority” is measured as the number of consecutive times the legislator 

has been elected to the parliament. This variable is missing for several respondents so we 

present it in a separate model (Model 2.3).  

12 The following countries are coded as having open lists: Switzerland, Greece, Finland, the 

Netherlands, and Denmark (some parties/districts). 

Parameters Model 2.1 Model 2.2 Model 2.3 

Ln(M) -0.236*** 

(0.060) 

-0.152** 

(0.056) 

-0.163* 

(0.065) 

Closed list -0.222 

(0.389) 

0.920 

(0.474) 

0.832 

(0.543) 

Ln(M)* Closed list 0.092 

(0.096) 

-0.091 

(0.091) 

-0.064 

(0.106) 

C&S personalism index -0.018 

(0.058) 

0.052 

(0.072) 

0.056 

(0.075) 

Female - 

 

-0.161 

(0.100) 

-0.264* 

(0.120) 

Left-right - 

 

0.022 

(0.018) 

0.012 

(0.021) 

Government - 

 

0.574*** 

(0.153) 

0.675*** 

(0.163) 

Coalition - -0.202 

(0.172) 

-0.342 

(0.211) 

Federalism - 0.741* 

(0.299) 

0.734* 

(0.328) 

Clientelism - 0.096*** 

(0.027) 

0.073* 

(0.034) 

Seniority - 

 

- 

 

-0.099* 

(0.042) 

Cut point 1 -2.602 

(0.380) 

-0.652 

(0.652) 

-1.107 

(0.750) 

Cut point 2 -2.003 

(0.371) 

-0.079 

(0.648) 

-0.511 

(0.746) 

Cut point 3 -1.247 

(0.367) 

0.774 

(0.648) 

0.276 

(0.747) 
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***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.0.05. All models use ordered probit estimators. Standard errors are in parentheses. 

 

 

Table 2 presents the regression results, and Figure 2 shows the substantive effects. The results 

in Table 2 for Western European MPs are similar to the results in Table 1 for Latin American 

legislators. In the European models, as in the Latin American ones, the district magnitude 

variable is negative and statistically significant, and the interaction term is not statistically 

significant. The negative relationship between district magnitude and the probability that 

legislators emphasize taking care of the socio-economic well-being of their district is not 

conditional on whether the list is open or closed. 

 

Figure 2: Emphasis on advancing local socio-economic needs in Western Europe  

   

Note: This figure shows the cumulative probability of each response option across the range of district 

magnitude for legislators on open lists in multimember districts (Model 2.1). The personalism index is held at its 

median open list value. 

Cut point 4 

 

-0.128 

(0.365) 

1.908 

(0.650) 

1.437 

(0.749) 

Country-wave intercepts: Variance 0.100 

(0.054) 

<0.001 

(<0.001) 

<0.001 

(<0.001) 

Obs. 743 632 496 
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This negative relationship is also substantively significant in Western Europe, as it 

was in Latin America. Figure 2 shows that more legislators are predicted to place emphasis 

on the socio-economic well-being of the district when district magnitude is small for 

legislators on an open list and the results for closed lists are very similar. The cumulative 

probability of emphasizing the socio-economic well-being of the district “very much” on an 

open list in a small multimember district (M = 2) is 0.46 whereas it drops to 0.13 in a large 

multimember district (M = 150). Thus, the results from Western Europe are also consistent 

with the clarity model of pork.    

 

Conclusion 

Research on representation argues that electoral rules influence how much legislators focus 

on their electoral districts. Carey and Shugart’s (1995) personal vote-seeking model has been 

the dominant model theoretically for many types of district-focused behavior, but we argue 

that a clarity model may work better for pork provision. We test the clarity model cross-

nationally with measures of the priorities that legislators place on directing resources to their 

districts (in Latin America) and taking care of the socioeconomic well-being of their districts 

(in Western Europe), and we find empirical support. Specifically, we show that the 

relationship between district magnitude and the priority that representatives place on pork is 

negative for legislators in both open and closed list electoral systems.  

The political implications of this are that legislators will place more value on pork for 

their districts when their districts are small than when they are large, and this happens 

regardless of whether legislators are more responsive to parties (closed list systems) or voters 

(open list systems). For legislatures seeking more or less of this type of behavior from elected 

officials, our findings suggest that it is the size of districts that matters rather than the degree 
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of party control of the ballot. Of course, we test this with legislators’ self-stated priorities for 

pork rather than actual pork provision so more research is needed to ensure that the theory 

holds for legislative behavior. We think the findings with attitudes, however, show that a 

clarity model may be worth more attention for understanding legislator behavior related to 

pork provision in comparative politics. We also think it is worth exploring for other types of 

district-focused representation where legislative responsibility for district-targeted 

representation may be blurred by higher district magnitudes. 
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