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Abstract
In the face of populist challenges, citizens’ conceptions of democracy and process prefer-
ences are increasingly being studied, based on the assumption that democratic resilience is
dependent on citizen support. However, the attitudes and behaviour of political elites are
just as relevant. Elites were long assumed to lean towards an elite-centred, ‘institutional’
style of democracy. However, recent developments such as the rise of populism and politi-
cal polarization suggest a different trend, as politicians themselves seem to be losing trust
in institutions. We explore the actual distribution of legislators’ preferences in the process
space today based on novel data from the United States and Germany, offering a compara-
tive perspective.Wemeasure process preferences on a continuum ranging from support for
people-centred democracy to support for elite-centred democracy. Our findings demon-
strate that the preferences of legislators in Germany are normally distributed along this
continuum, while those of legislators in the more polarized United States lean towards a
people-centred process. In both countries, control of government, seniority and electoral
security are found to be important determinants of process preferences.

Keywords: process preferences; democracy; United States; Germany; elite survey

What does democracy require? Government ‘by the people’ can be implemented in
many ways. While some propose that democracy should be people-centred, with citi-
zens having a direct say in specific decisions made by their government, others believe
that citizens are best served by leaving political decisions to political elites, with less
input from the broader population. Although there is a growing literature that studies
citizens’ process preferences with regard to how democratic decisions are made, much
less is known about how elected officials view democracy and their own role in it. John
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Hibbing and Elizabeth Theiss-Morse (2002: 47) argued that citizens perceive represen-
tatives as holdingmore ‘institutional’ conceptions of democracy, which are at oddswith
their own preference for more ‘direct’ democracy. However, we do not know whether
this perception is a fair one.Moreover, the rise of populist parties and candidates across
many liberal democracies is likely to be reflected in legislators’ views concerning the
institutions of representative democracy.

This paper leverages data from two surveys of state and federal legislators in
Germany and the United States fielded in 2022 and 2023, respectively, to explore
legislators’ process preferences in both countries. In measuring process preferences,
we follow Hibbing and Theiss-Morse’s one-dimensional approach, using a continu-
ous scale ranging from maximally elite-centred institutional preferences at one end to
maximally people-centred preferences at the other. While Hibbing and Theiss-Morse
(2002) rely on citizens’ perceptions of process preferences among the elite to draw their
conclusions about a gap existing between citizen and elite attitudes, we survey legisla-
tors directly. Given that the challenges of gathering data from elite samples means we
have very limited information about this important group’s perspective on the process
of democratic governance, our surveys thus help fill a significant research gap.

Existing comparative studies of process preferences among elites have focused
largely on European countries and almost never include the United States (though see
Bowler et al. 2002). Many of them draw on comparative datasets from 2007 to 2012,
thus focusing on an earlier political and social context (though see Mongrain et al.
2024). While these foundational studies provide essential findings on which we draw,
they leavemany questions unanswered about how legislators view the proper function-
ing of democracy in the present context and about whether theories predicting these
attitudes hold up across different democratic systems. Other studies consider the atti-
tudes of political elites towards democracy in individual countries or regions, leaving
the transatlantic perspective underexplored. In light of the rise of populism, growing
polarization and tendencies towards autocratization in theUnited States, a comparison
between US political elites and those in Germany, Europe’s largest democracy, seems
overdue.

Institutionally, there are similarities (federalism, judicial review) as well as dif-
ferences (electoral system, presidentialism versus parliamentarism) between the two
countries. The most important difference, however, concerns expert ratings of regime
quality. Whereas Germany’s 2025 snap elections resulted in a peaceful transition of
power and a centrist ‘grand coalition’ government, theUnited States has, under Trump’s
second presidency, come to be described as a regime of ‘competitive authoritarianism’
(Levitsky and Way 2002) and has been re-classified as a non-democracy by the pres-
tigious POLITY index.1 These developments seem to confirm concerns regarding the
effects of growing societal and political polarization. V-Demdata show a steep increase
of both indicators in both countries in the last decade. However, while Germany is clas-
sified as ‘somewhat’ politically and ‘moderately’ societally polarized, the United States
has reached extreme values for both indicators since 2017 (Coppedge et al. 2025). Our
data enable us to consider whether and how these developments are reflected and how
recent events were foreshadowed in the way political elites in both countries view the
functioning of democracy.
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Government and Opposition 3

The paper is structured as follows. The next section reviews the relevant liter-
ature and spells out our theoretical expectations and hypotheses. The subsequent
section describes the legislator surveys we draw on and the methods used to study the
data. Following this, we present our results. We find that while German legislators are
distributed normally along the continuum from preferences for elite-centred democ-
racy to people-centred democracy, US legislators lean towards the latter. Focusing on
the determinants of legislators’ process preferences, we find that despite the different
national contexts and different levels of support for elite- vs people-centred democ-
racy, they are generally similar in both countries. Specifically, process preferences seem
largely to be driven by instrumental motivations resulting from contextual conditions
such as control of government, seniority and electoral security.

Theory and the state of the art
Hanna Pitkin famously defined representation as ‘acting in the interest of the rep-
resented, in a manner responsive to them’ (Pitkin 1967: 209). She argues that a
representative’s actions should not be at odds with those of the represented, unless the
representative has a good reason and explanation for it. Building on this argument,
the literature on policy responsiveness establishes a high congruence between citizen
preferences and government policies as a key indicator for democratic quality.

This claim is not limited to the policy space but can be extended to procedural con-
cerns as well: citizens have various expectations regarding the institutionalization of
democracy and they expect their leaders and representatives to mirror these prefer-
ences and to act accordingly. Therefore, when citizens prefer to be governed under one
set of procedures (such as having access to referendums allowing direct policy-making
by citizens) while the elites prefer a different system (such as one in which elected
officials make policy based on party plans regardless of the level of citizen support)
a procedural preference gap arises. Because day-to-day governance generally occurs
without direct citizen involvement, procedural preference gaps can easily produce
governance processes that are more in line with elite rather than citizen preferences.
However, just as with a substantive gap in policy preferences, a gap in ‘process prefer-
ences’ between citizens and the political elites concerning decision-making procedures
has the potential to decrease citizens’ satisfaction with democracy and therefore poses
a threat to the political system (André and Depauw 2017).

The process preference gap was first and most prominently discussed by Hibbing
and Theiss-Morse in their 2002 book on ‘Stealth Democracy’. In the book, they exam-
ine the difference between ‘institutional democrats’, who want to assign all political
power to elected politicians, and ‘direct democrats’, who prefer ordinary citizens to be
in charge. Treating these categories as two opposing poles of a continuous scale, they
allow for more nuanced process preferences of both citizens and legislators (Hibbing
andTheiss-Morse 2002: 43).Their findings demonstrate thatUS citizens’ attitudes form
a normal distribution, with most people preferring a balanced distribution of political
power. However, respondents perceive both political parties and the functioning of
the government in general to lean heavily towards the institutional side of the spec-
trum, creating a gap between citizens and elites in the process space (Hibbing and
Theiss-Morse 2002: 45–48).
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It remains questionable whether these findings were only a snapshot of public
opinion or more universally valid, especially considering trends in public opinion
since the publication of Hibbing and Theiss-Morse’s book more than 20 years ago.
On the one hand, a considerable share of citizens appears to be broadly supportive
of elite-centred and technocratic ideas (e.g. Bloeser et al. 2022; Hibbing et al. 2023).
On the other hand, citizens in the United States as well as in Europe seem to have
become strongly people-centred when confronted with the aforementioned distinc-
tion between ordinary citizens and elected leaders. This can be observed with regard
to various indicators, such as a clear preference for the voter delegate style of repre-
sentation (e.g. Bengtsson and Wass 2011; Carman 2006), or procedural preferences
for direct democracy (e.g. Donovan and Karp 2006). To assess the size of the gap
between citizen and elite preferences arising from these developments, it is necessary
to get an updated view of where legislators stand on these issues and, more impor-
tantly, to look at the actual positions of legislators rather than citizens’ perceptions of
them. Unfortunately, existing research rarely studies legislators’ process preferences in
such a broad, comprehensive sense, and instead mostly focuses on specific aspects and
indicators.

One big strand of research established by the seminal works of Heinz Eulau et al.
(1959) andWarrenMiller andDonald Stokes (1963) is centred around representational
roles and styles of representation, usually distinguishing between elite-centred trustees,
people-centred voter delegates, and party delegates. While a study by Åsa von Schoultz
andHannahWass (2016) comparing citizens and political candidates in Finland shows
that their preferences are surprisingly well aligned in this regard, a more recent con-
tribution by Philippe Mongrain et al. (2024) comparing citizens and legislators in 13
countries shows legislators to be much more elite-centred than citizens.

Other recent comparative studies give some insights into country differences and
the effects of different institutional contexts. Multiple studies report that there are
barely any voter delegates in Germany (Dudzińska et al. 2014; Önnudóttir 2016), indi-
cating little people-centrism and a stronger leaning towards elite-centred democracy.
The comparative analyses also suggest that national legislators are less people-centred
than regional legislators (Dudzińska et al. 2014), that control of government decreases
people-centrism (Mongrain et al. 2024; Önnudóttir 2016), and that legislative experi-
ence increases a preference for elite-centred democracy (Önnudóttir and von Schoultz
2021). Earlier studies also report a clear ideological split, with more conservative legis-
lators being the least people-centred (Damgaard 1997), although this is not confirmed
by more recent contributions (e.g. Önnudóttir 2016).

Arguably, the rise of right-wing populism in both the United States and Europe
might have blurred this correlation. Generally, populist attitudes are empirically linked
to a preference for direct democracy – and thus more people-centred procedures –
among the citizenry (e.g. Mohrenberg et al. 2021; Zaslove and Meijers 2024). In fact,
feeling ‘left behind’ and not represented by political elites increases populist attitudes
among citizens (Castanho Silva and Wratil 2023; Habersack and Wegscheider 2024;
Huber et al. 2023), which suggests that increasingly elite-centred process preferences
among political elites could cause societal grievances and thus feed into the growth of
populist attitudes observed in recent years. In terms of populist political elites’ support
for direct democracy and people-centrism, a study comparing citizens’ and political
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candidates’ attitudes in Australia, Canada and New Zealand finds that right-wing can-
didates have a stronger preference for direct democracy compared to candidates of
other parties, but supporters of right-wing populist parties are notmore likely to favour
referendums than supporters of other parties (Bowler et al. 2017). Furthermore, a study
of support for citizen participation among local-level Flemish politicians shows both
progressive and right-wing populist politicians to bemore people-centred (Caluwaerts
et al. 2020).

Another strand of research focuses on the specific procedural preferences of legis-
lators concerning direct democracy and democratic innovations more broadly. Shaun
Bowler et al. (2002) show that US legislators have a quite favourable opinion of direct
democracy in general but are not supportive of binding initiatives. In line with some
of the studies mentioned above, their results also indicate that control of government
and seniority increase the lean towards elite-centred democracy. Similarly, two studies
focusing on Sweden show legislators in the parliamentarymajority to be less supportive
of referendums than other parties (Gilljam and Karlsson 2015) and less supportive of
citizen protests (Gilljam et al. 2012). A recent comparative study of 14 European coun-
tries looks at support for referendums and deliberative events, finding that legislators
from opposition parties are significantly more supportive of democratic innovations
(Gherghina et al. 2023). Nino Junius et al. (2020) use the same dataset to show a sim-
ilar effect within the opposition, as well as the effect of electoral security concerns
decreasing support for referendums.

In sum, the literature on legislators’ understandings of democracy predominantly
focuses either on their understandings of their own role or their support for specific
democratic innovations. Moreover, existing studies on US legislators mostly date back
over 20 years, while studies of German legislators are often based on small sample
sizes, with US–German comparative studies so far absent. Our study can close these
research gaps and expand on existing research by analysing legislators’ process prefer-
ences on the basis of new surveys of German and US legislators. Using a continuous
scale between people-centred and elite-centred understandings of democracy, we can
explore both the distribution of preferences and their determinants.

Contextual conditions and case selection
While most existing studies look at single countries or only compare European coun-
tries, we adopt a transatlantic comparative perspective and look at the United States
and Germany. On the one hand, this enables us to compare two cases in which soci-
etal and political polarization have been increasing in recent years (Coppedge et al.
2025) and assess whether this has resulted in similar orientations vis-à-vis democracy
among legislators. On the other hand, because the United States and Germany differ in
their institutionalization of democracy and their political culture along several lines, by
comparing the two cases we can test our hypotheses concerning contextual effects and
gain information about whether similar factors shape legislators’ process preferences
in different contexts.

Our selection of the United States and Germany means we are covering two prime
examples ofwhatGabriel A.Almond (1956) terms anAnglo-American political system
and a Continental European system, respectively. This distinction reflects significant
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institutional differences between the two countries. The different electoral systems
and their consequences for the party system stand out as particularly relevant for our
analysis.Whereas the US system is plurality-based (first-past-the-post), Germany uses
mixed-member proportional representation. The American electoral system has cre-
ated a party system dominated by two major parties. Government at both the state and
federal level is typically controlled by a single party. In Germany, proportional rep-
resentation has resulted in a multi-party system that at present necessitates coalition
governments in all but one state and at the federal level. This makes Germany a typi-
cal example of continental Western Europe with regard to both the electoral and party
system (see Lane and Ersson 1999).

Another potentially relevant difference concerns the process for nominating can-
didates. In the United States, the introduction of open primaries has given party
supporters a significant role in the nomination process, which has contributed to the
rise of more extreme and polarizing candidates (see Rosenbluth and Shapiro 2018). In
Germany, by contrast, candidate selection processes are still largely controlled by party
elites.

Theoretical expectations and hypotheses
If we do find differences in legislators’ process preferences both within and between
the two countries, how can we explain these differences? This is the core research
question behind our analyses. We define ‘process preferences’ broadly, seeking to cap-
ture attitudinal patterns that connect normative ideas about the role of citizens and
their representatives in a democracy to support for the existing democratic institutions
or democratic innovations. Generally, process preferences can be driven by instru-
mental or intrinsic motivations (see Landwehr and Harms 2020). However, intrinsic
motivations, such as ideological convictions or moral principles guiding design pref-
erences, are relatively more idiosyncratic and difficult to isolate. Moreover, compared
to citizens, legislators may be expected to have much stronger material interests in
institutional design choices, given that their careers and economic security depend
on them. We thus expect a tendency among legislators to prefer processes and insti-
tutions that benefit their own interests in terms of re-election or the control of power
and resources and focus our hypotheses onmeasuring the effects of these instrumental
interests rather than politicians’ intrinsic motivations.

With regard to our dependent variable, we therefore expect legislators from par-
ties that have better access to power and resources to hold more elite-centred process
preferences. At the individual level, we similarly expect legislators with more power
and resources (such as seniority and electoral security) to hold more elite-centred
preferences. Finally, we expect instrumental process preferences to be at least par-
tially dependent on the different institutional contexts of the two countries. The exact
causal pathways linking individual legislators’ values, experiences and expectations to
their process preferences will be difficult to identify. However, it seems plausible that
a combination of strategic considerations, socialization among peers and rationaliza-
tion processes results in an alignment between instrumental motivations and process
preferences.
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From these general theoretical considerations and specific findings within the
existing research, we derive a set of more specific hypotheses. First, consistent with
most comparative studies of elite process preferences, we expect differences between
Germany and the United States to yield different process preferences by country and
by party. Government power in Germany is held more consistently by the same parties
in coalitions over time and across levels of government. In the United States, shifts in
which party controls both houses of Congress and the presidency occur regularly and
divided party control of government is common.

Research indicates that control of government decreases people-centrism (Bowler
et al. 2002; Mongrain et al. 2024; Önnudóttir 2016), while legislators located out-
side power are more likely to support people-centred processes such as referendums
(Gherghina et al. 2023). Legislators from both parties in the United States are likely
to spend some time out of power due to shifts in legislative party control or divided
control of the legislative and executive branches. Moreover, US legislators in minority
parties have no hope of accessing power through coalition governments. Accordingly,
we expect German legislators to be more inclined to protect institutional power by
holding elite-centred orientations and US legislators to be more people-centred. This
also corresponds to research on differences in representational roles, which shows that
German legislators havemore elite-centred styles of representation than those inmany
other European democracies (Dudzińska et al. 2014; Önnudóttir 2016).

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Legislators in Germany will favour elite-centred democracy more
than legislators in the United States.

Looking beyond country-level differences, a legislator’s status is likely to affect their
support for existing institutions and procedures. Longer-serving legislators who have
been re-elected multiple times have extensively benefited from the procedural status
quo. Their experience of exercising legislative power will contribute to a more elite-
centred view of democracy. Legislators at the federal level generally derive a higher
social status from their office and tend to exercise more power than state legislators.
Accordingly, existing research has found both senior legislators (Bowler et al. 2002;
Önnudóttir and von Schoultz 2021) and federal legislators (Dudzińska et al. 2014) to
be more elite-centred than their counterparts. In addition, previous research points
to a socialization effect that should make legislators more supportive of the existing
institutions and decision-making procedures the longer they take part in them (see e.g.
Önnudóttir and von Schoultz 2021). In line with these findings, legislators’ experience
that law-making requires somedegree of discussion and compromisewithin and across
parties helps them consider factors other than the immediate demands of their voters
and could therefore incline them away from people-centred democracy.

Hypothesis 2a (H2a): Longer-serving legislators will favour elite-centred democracy
more than shorter-serving legislators.

Hypothesis 2b (H2b): Legislators at the federal level will favour elite-centred democracy
more than legislators at the state level.2
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Additionally, legislators in control of government are instrumentally motivated to pro-
tect the institution’s power rather than distributing it to the public more broadly.
Accordingly, multiple studies have found legislators in the legislative majority or
government coalition to be more elite-centred than their opposition colleagues
(Bowler et al. 2002; Gherghina et al. 2023; Gilljam et al. 2012; Gilljam and Karlsson
2015; Junius et al. 2020;Mongrain et al. 2024;Önnudóttir 2016).Thismechanism could
also have an anticipatory component: if legislators believe their position in an institu-
tion to bemore secure and expect to serve for a longer time then they have an incentive
to protect that institution’s power, and this too should promote a more elite-centred
rather than people-centred view of democracy. While a legislator worried about losing
power in the next election may need to focus more intensively on what voters want,
a legislator who is very likely to maintain power can distance themselves more easily
from the immediate whims of voters. Existing research on this is less clear, but there is
some initial evidence that electoral vulnerability could play a role here (e.g. Junius et al.
2020). Similarly, previous research has shown electoral winners to be more supportive
of the institutional status quo (Bowler et al. 2006). In sum, the closer legislators are to
the centre of power and the more secure they feel in this position, the more supportive
of elite-centred democracy rather than people-centred democracy we can expect them
to be. This leads us to two more hypotheses regarding the structural political context
of legislators.

Hypothesis 2c (H2c): Legislators who are part of the legislative majority or whose party
controls government will favour elite-centred democracy more than legislators whose
party is out of power.

Hypothesis 2d (H2d): Legislators who view their party as electorally secure in their area
will favour elite-centred democracy more than legislators who perceive their party as less
electorally secure.3

Beyond instrumental motivations and structural factors, individual legislators’ expe-
riences of interaction and co-operation under conditions of growing polarization are
likely to affect their process preferences. Ideological polarization has been found to
structure attitudes towards democracy in the United States (Iyengar et al. 2012; Iyengar
andWestwood 2015; Kingzette et al. 2021) andGermany, aswell as in othermulti-party
systems (e.g. Helbling and Jungkunz 2020; Wagner 2021). Trust in members of other
parties, whether it results from positive experiences or reflects a more general positive
out-group affect, should have an influence on a legislator’s willingness to entrust power
to the institutions of government rather than the public. Thus, we expect higher trust
to be associated with more elite-centred orientations concerning democracy.

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Legislators who have more trust in members of other parties will
favour elite-centred democracy more than legislators with little trust in other parties.

Finally, although our theory focuses on how instrumental motivations shape politi-
cians’ process preferences, we recognize that ideological convictions are likely to affect
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attitudes towards democracy and that policy and process preferences may be more
systematically associated (see Landwehr 2025). While ideological conservatism was
historically associated with a more elite-centred view of democracy (Damgaard 1997),
more recent research shows both right-wing populist political candidates (Bowler et al.
2017) and more progressive and left-wing legislators (Caluwaerts et al. 2020) to be
more people-centred than members of other parties. Hence, we include variables mea-
suring economic and cultural ideology in our models in order to update research on
this relationship, but we have no explicit hypothesis regarding their effect.

Data and method
We explore legislators’ preferences using two online surveys conducted in 2022 among
German legislators and in 2023 among US legislators. The two surveys were largely
identical, although the US survey included some additional attitudinal items. We
invited all German state and federal legislators as well as all state legislators in the
United States to participate in the survey. The responses include 492 German state and
federal legislators from all 16 German states (response rate: 20.4%) and 361 US state
legislators from all US states except California and Louisiana (response rate: 5.6%).The
German respondents are quite representative across the relevant socio-demographic
and political variables such as party, gender and age, but federal representatives as well
as certain states are underrepresented. We apply post-stratification weights based on
party, gender and parliament for the German subsample. The US respondents devi-
ate somewhat more from the population of all state legislators, particularly due to
the tendency of Democrats and women to respond to surveys at higher rates than
Republicans and men. The partisan deviation is also associated with regional distor-
tions such as the under-representation of Southern legislators. Tomanage this, we apply
post-stratification weights for this subsample based on party, chamber, region and gen-
der.More detailed information about the representativeness of the two samples and the
post-stratification weights is reported in Tables A1–A3 in the Supplementary Material
online.

In contrast to Hibbing and Theiss-Morse’s early approach to capturing process pref-
erences for either more ‘direct’ or more ‘institutional’ democracy using a single item
asking whether ‘ordinary people like you and me’ or ‘elected officials’ should make
political decisions (Hibbing and Theiss-Morse 2002: 43), we seek to provide a more
nuanced measurement by drawing on a scale composed of eight items (see Table 1).
The items are intended to capture elite-centric preferences for responsible as opposed
to responsive government (Donovan and Bowler 1998) as well as people-centric pref-
erences for majoritarian decision-making and the direct involvement of citizens in
legislation. Given that existing representative institutions arguably have an elite-centric
bias, we also include an itemmeasuring status-quopreferences, askingwhether respon-
dents think that existing rules and procedures should not be contested. We expect
response patterns to these items to reveal process preferences along a single dimen-
sion ranging from maximally people-centred (no elites, majoritarianism, legislation
by citizens themselves) to maximally elite-centred (legislators as independent trustees,
maintenance of status quo, no direct citizen participation). In our survey, respondents
were asked to indicate their agreement with each of the eight items shown in Table 1
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Table 1. Overview of Items in Our Index Measuring People-centred versus Elite-centred Attitudes

Germany United States
Statement Mean SD Mean SD

Legislators should follow their conscience, even if a
majority of voters happens to have a different opinion.

5.81 1.34 4.78 1.58

Sometimes it is better when political decisions are
made behind closed doors.

3.86 1.90 2.96 1.76

The government should stick to planned policies, even
if a majority of citizens opposes them.

4.31 1.61 2.76 1.41

Existing democratic rules and procedures should not
be contested.

4.65 1.92 3.22 1.56

In a democracy, there should be no elites. 4.28 2.03 5.41 1.82

If a large majority of citizens agree, this indicates that
the decision is correct.

3.35 1.51 2.95 1.52

There should be opportunities for citizens to have
a direct say on important political matters in
referendums.

4.90 1.86 5.22 1.75

There should be opportunities for citizens to express
their opinions in deliberative citizen forums.

5.37 1.57 6.27 1.07

on a seven-point scale. Results from factor analyses and Cronbach’s alpha scores are
presented in the analysis section.

To test Hypothesis 1 regarding differences between US and German legislators, we
draw on descriptive results and t-tests for the two subsamples. To test the remaining
hypotheses, we include several explanatory variables which are reported in Table 2. For
Hypothesis 2a, we include a binary variablemeasuringwhether the legislatorwas newly
elected in 2021 or later to differentiate between shorter-serving and longer-serving
legislators. Due to data constraints, Hypothesis 2b can only be tested for the German
sample. We include a binary measure indicating whether legislators are serving at the
state or federal level in the German models. For Hypothesis 2c, we include a binary
measure of whether a legislator is a member of the majority party or coalition for both
samples. Hypothesis 2d on the perceived seat safety of legislators can only be tested
for the US sample due to data constraints. We measure perceived seat safety with the
question ‘About what percentage of political offices in your area are considered “safe”
or very certain your party will win?’ The answer categories are (1) 0–39%; (2) 40–60%
and (3) 61–100%. Lastly, trust in other parties, the independent variable forHypothesis
3, is measured for both German and US legislators using the question ‘How much of
the time do you think you can trust members of the other party to do what is right
for the country?’, with a seven-point answer scale from (1) Almost never to (7) Almost
always.

We include gender, age, education and self-reported ideology of the legislators on
two dimensions as control variables. A detailed overview of the control variables and
their question texts can be found in Table A4 in the Supplementary Material. For effect
comparability, all continuous variables such as trust in other parties or the ideology
measurements were standardized to range from 0 to 1.
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Table 2. Overview of the Explanatory Variables

Hypothesis Variable
Expected
effect Available for Obs. M SD Min Max

H2a Newly elected
(since 2021)

− Full sample 844 0.38 0.49 0 1

H2b Federal level + Germany 490 0.17 0.38 0 1

H2c Majority
party/coalition

+ Full sample 847 0.59 0.49 0 1

H2d Perceived seat
security

+ United
States

302 2.40 0.74 1 3

H3 Trust in other
parties

+ Full sample 753 3.77 1.46 1 7

Source: Own data.

To test our hypotheses, we calculate multiple ordinary least squares (OLS) regres-
sion models with our measurement of process preferences for people-centred or
elite-centred democracy as the dependent variable. Since not all variables are available
or applicable in both subsamples, and to capture any opposing effects of our mea-
sures across the distinct national contexts we study, we estimate separate models for
the American and German data. For robustness, we present multiple specifications for
the hypothesis tests. We estimate three OLS models per country: one including only
the expected predictor variables; a second one adding control variables; and a third
one adding party affiliation. Model diagnostics for all six models are reported in the
Supplementary Material (Tables A5–A7).

Analysis: predictors of people-centred and elite-centred democracy
preferences
To generate a measure of legislators’ positions on the continuum between preferences
for people-centred and elite-centred democracy, we first ran an exploratory factor anal-
ysis (EFA) for eight individual items designed to capture process preferences. This
results in a single factor with an eigenvalue above 1. As Table 3 shows, the four items
expressing more elite-centred attitudes as well as the anti-elitism item and the items in
support of citizen-centred democratic innovations have clear loadings above the com-
mon threshold of 0.4 in the expected directions. The item expressing a majoritarian
sentiment also leans in the expected direction, albeit not as clearly.

In order to increase comparability and reproducibility in future research, we pro-
ceed by using a simple index including all eight items, which reaches a Cronbach’s
alpha value of 0.65. We reverse the four items with negative loadings, calculate the
mean agreement for each respondent across the eight items, and rescale the resulting
index to range from 0 to 1.4

We begin by investigating the differences between US and German legislators as
specified in the first hypothesis. We hypothesized that German legislators hold more
elite-centred process preferences than legislators in the United States. The descrip-
tive distribution of state legislators on this continuum in both countries, presented
in Figure 1, provides evidence in favour of this. The difference in means between
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Table 3. Results of the Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA)

Statement (shortened) Factor 1 Uniqueness

Legislators should follow their conscience 0.43 0.81

Political decisions behind closed doors 0.52 0.73

Government should stick to planned policies 0.58 0.66

Existing democratic rules should not be contested 0.42 0.83

There should be no elites −0.47 0.78

Large majority indicates correct decision −0.17 0.97

Citizens should have a direct say in referendums −0.48 0.77

Citizens should have opportunity of deliberative citizen forums −0.47 0.78

Eigenvalue 1.674

Source: Own data.
Note: More detailed results of the EFA can be found in Table A10 in the Supplementary Material online. Only factors with a
minimum eigenvalue of 1 were retained.

Germany (0.52) and the United States (0.37) is significant according to a Welch’s t-test
(t(782.74) = 14.84, p< 0.001). Contrary to the citizen perception reported by Hibbing
and Theiss-Morse back in 2002, in neither country do legislators show a strong lean-
ing towards elite-centred democracy. While German state legislators show an almost
normal distribution of preferences centred in the middle of the scale, we show that US
legislators actually lean strongly towards the people-centred side of the index.

The difference in the distribution of preferences betweenGerman andUS legislators
is stark. While German legislators are centred around the mid-point of our scale, very
few US legislators even approach that midpoint, and only a small percentage (12.5%)
place themselves on the elite-centred side of the scale. Instead, US legislators seem to
have established themselves as advocates for people-centred democracy.While the size
of the difference revealed in our data is surprising, it is consistent with our argument
that stronger polarization and arguably more intense power struggles between the par-
ties in the United States would push US legislators away from supporting elite-centred
democracy.

It is possible that these differences between Germany and the United States are
caused by the dominant parties within each country. To determine if this is the case,
we look at the distribution by party as shown in Figure 2. It demonstrates that there is a
certain level of disagreement between the German parties with the centre-right parties
CDU/CSU and FDP leaning clearly towards elite-centred democracy, the established
centre-left parties SPD and the Greens centred around the midpoint of the index, and
the ideologically extreme parties on the right (AfD) and on the left (Die Linke) of the
political spectrum leaning strongly towards people-centred democracy. In the United
States, on the other hand, there appears to be unity across the political spectrum, with
both the Democratic and Republican parties established firmly on the people-centred
side of our scale. Moreover, both the American parties are as people-centred in their
orientation towards democracy as the parties on the two ends of the ideological spec-
trum in Germany. An analysis of variance confirmed these significant differences by
party affiliation (F(7, 764) = 81.2, p < 0.001) and the post hoc pairwise comparisons
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Figure 1. Distribution of State Legislators by Country
Source: Own data. For comparability, we exclude the German federal legislators from the figure. However, including
them reveals a similar pattern.
Note: Histogram with a kernel density estimate showing the distribution of legislators on the index ranging from
people-centred democracy (0) to elite-centred democracy (1).

Figure 2. Distribution of Legislators by Party
Note: Boxplot showing the distribution of legislators by party on the index ranging from people-centred democracy (0)
to elite-centred democracy (1).
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underlined the particularly large difference between the German centre-right parties
on one side and the US parties as well as the German challenger parties on the other
side (see Table A11 in the Supplementary Material).

Despite these clear tendencies for each party, there are wide and overlapping ranges
of preferences, even for parties that are ideologically quite different from one another.
This indicates that while party affiliation may partially explain the people-centred or
elite-centred leanings of legislators, it is not the only factor that matters. To investigate
what determines the elites’ process preferences, we ran separate OLS regressionmodels
for the United States testing Hypotheses 2a, 2c, 2d and 3, and for Germany testing
Hypotheses 2a, 2b, 2c and 3.

Table 4 reports the results of three OLS regression models for the US subsample
(Models 1–3). We estimate the effects of seniority (H2a), majority status and govern-
ment control (H2c), electoral security (H2d), and trust in representatives from other
parties (H3) on legislators’ orientations towards elite-centred (rather than people-
centred) democracy in the United States. First, we find that being newly elected results
in more people-centred views of democracy among legislators, providing support for
the effect of seniority as formulated in Hypothesis 2a. Being in the legislative major-
ity significantly increases a lean towards elite-centred democracy, thus confirming
Hypothesis 2c. In line with Hypothesis 2d, perceiving most of the seats in the area
to be safe for one’s party has an even larger and statistically significant effect on legisla-
tors’ preference for elite-centred democracy. Surprisingly, we do not find any effect of
trust in the other party on process preferences and therefore have to reject Hypothesis
3 for the American case. Including the control variables barely impacts our core results
(Model 2), and including party affiliation similarly has little impact (Model 3), which is
in linewith our descriptive findings for bothUS parties. Table A8 in the Supplementary
Material reports models including a measure for legislative professionalism (Squire
2024), showing that it has no effect on legislators’ process preferences, while the effects
of our explanatory variables remain stable.

Table 5 presents the results for the German subsample in three similar models
(Models 4–6), in which we estimate the effects of seniority (H2a), being a legislator
at the federal level (H2b), majority status and government control (H2c), and trust in
representatives fromother parties (H3) on legislators’ process preferences. Here, we see
a much bigger difference between the models and, looking at the adjusted R2, a signifi-
cant portion of the variance in legislators’ elite- or people-centred democratic attitudes
appears to be explained by party affiliation. This is consistent with our descriptive
results.

First, we see the expected effect of being newly elected on leaning towards a
people-centred view of democracy, as stated inHypothesis 2a. Furthermore, the results
confirmHypothesis 2b, showing that federal legislators in Germany leanmore towards
elite-centred democracy. However, both of these effects are only significant when con-
trolling for party (Model 6).With regard to the effect of being in themajority coalition,
as specified in Hypothesis 2c, Models 4 and 5 reveal a strong and highly significant
effect of being part of the majority coalition towards a more elite-centred democ-
racy preference, thus confirming the hypothesis. This coefficient is smaller in Model
6, which controls for legislators’ party affiliation, but it is remarkable that it remains
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Table 4. Predictors of a Preference for Elite-centred Democracy in the United States

(1) (2) (3)

Newly elected (since 2021) −0.03+ −0.03* −0.03*
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Majority party/coalition 0.04* 0.05** 0.05**
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Perceived seat safety (Ref.: 0–39%)

40–60% 0.02 0.02 0.02
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

61–100% 0.09*** 0.08*** 0.08***
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Trust in other parties 0.00 −0.00 −0.01
(0.03) (0.03) (0.03)

Male 0.02 0.02
(0.02) (0.02)

55 or older −0.01 −0.01
(0.02) (0.02)

Education (Ref.: no college degree)

College degree 0.07* 0.07*
(0.03) (0.03)

Post-graduate degree 0.06* 0.06*
(0.03) (0.03)

Economic dimension (Right) −0.08+ −0.09
(0.05) (0.06)

Cultural dimension (Conservative) 0.05 0.05
(0.04) (0.04)

Republican Party 0.01
(0.03)

Constant 0.31*** 0.27*** 0.27***
(0.02) (0.03) (0.04)

Observations 298 293 292

Adjusted R2 0.11 0.14 0.14

Source: Own data.
Notes: OLS models. Standard errors in parentheses. + p< 0.1, * p< 0.05, ** p< 0.01, *** p< 0.001. All variables range
from 0 to 1; high values on the economic and cultural dimension indicate a right-wing/conservative position. Weighted by
party, gender, house and region.

significant at all, given the collinearity between being in opposition and party affilia-
tion (since the AfD is the most people-centred party in Germany and sits exclusively
in the opposition).

Turning to Hypothesis 3, trust in other parties – understood as an indicator of
low affective polarization – has a strong and highly significant effect towards the
elite-centred view in Models 4 and 5, but this effect disappears entirely when control-
ling for party affiliation (Model 6). Given that the effect seen in Models 4 and 5 seems
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Table 5. Predictors of a Preference for Elite-centred Democracy in Germany

(4) (5) (6)

Newly elected (since 2021) −0.02 −0.03 −0.03*
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Federal level 0.03 0.02 0.04*
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Majority party/coalition 0.06*** 0.10*** 0.04*
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Trust in other parties 0.14*** 0.13*** −0.02
(0.04) (0.04) (0.04)

Male 0.04* 0.05**
(0.02) (0.02)

55 or older −0.02 −0.01
(0.02) (0.02)

Education (Ref.: no university degree)

University degree 0.02 0.00
(0.02) (0.02)

Doctor’s degree 0.05+ 0.04+

(0.03) (0.02)

Economic dimension (Right) 0.18*** 0.04
(0.04) (0.05)

Cultural dimension (Conservative) −0.03 0.01
(0.04) (0.04)

Party (Ref.: CDU/CSU)

SPD −0.08**
(0.03)

FDP 0.01
(0.03)

Bündnis 90/Die Grünen −0.11***
(0.03)

Die Linke −0.27***
(0.04)

AfD −0.25***
(0.03)

Constant 0.43*** 0.30*** 0.55***
(0.02) (0.03) (0.05)

Observations 425 386 376

Adjusted R2 0.10 0.22 0.44

Source: Own data.
Notes: OLS models. Standard errors in parentheses. + p< 0.1, * p< 0.05, ** p< 0.01, *** p< 0.001. All variables range
from 0 to 1; high values on the economic and cultural dimension indicate a right-wing/conservative position. Weighted by
party, gender and parliament.
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to be mainly driven by the low trust of AfD legislators, we have to reject Hypothesis
3 for the German case. With regard to party affiliation, there are strong and highly
significant effects confirming our descriptive results, with legislators from AfD and
Die Linke being the most people-centred, while the legislators from the centre-right
CDU/CSU and FDP have the highest preference for elite-centred democracy. Table A9
in the Supplementary Material presents results from a model including only German
state legislators for comparability with our US sample, which contains only US state
legislators, which confirm our primary findings.5

Overall, our results show the role of instrumental motivations – particularly major-
ity status and proximity to power – in shaping legislators’ attitudes to democracy. In
regard toHypothesis 2a, the results inGermany and theUnited States show that longer-
serving legislators indeed favour elite-centred democracy more than newly elected
legislators. Hypothesis 2b, which could only be tested for the German sample due to
data constraints, is also confirmed in our analysis: federal legislators are more likely
to support elite-centred democracy than state legislators. For Hypothesis 2c, belong-
ing to the majority party or coalition leads legislators to favour elite-centred over
people-centred democracy in both countries studied, confirming the hypothesis.

Moreover, we find support forHypothesis 2d, as US legislators who perceivemost of
the seats in their area to be safe for their party have a higher preference for elite-centred
democracy. This hypothesis could only be tested for the US sample. Contrary to our
expectations, we do not find a significant effect of trust in other parties on legislators’
preferences in either Germany or the United States, leading us to reject Hypothesis
3. Thus, we find that instrumental motivations do play a role for the kind of democ-
racy legislators prefer, even though we cannot observe an association between affective
polarization and legislators’ process preferences.

Discussion and conclusion
How do political elites, and legislators in particular, view democracy? Do they pre-
fer elite-centred or people-centred decision-making processes? Do legislators’ process
preferences differ between countries, and what determines this? In this paper, we
answer these questions by drawing on original data gathered in 2022 and 2023 from
political elites in Germany and the United States. Our paper contributes to the debate
about ‘process preferences’ that was sparked by Hibbing and Theiss-Morse’s seminal
book in 2002. At the same time, we go beyond Hibbing and Theiss-Morse’s contri-
bution by (1) studying legislators’ process preferences directly (whereas these authors
only looked at citizens’ perceptions of them), and (2) introducing a more nuanced and
reliablemeasure, creating a scale derived from a set of survey items intended to capture
elite- versus people-centred process preferences among legislators.

Our findings reveal that the factors which shape legislators’ process preferences are
remarkably similar across different national contexts, electoral systems and party sys-
tems. However, we also find that the orientations legislators hold towards democracy
– their leanings towards or away from people-centred democratic processes – differ
cross-nationally because of the way the factors we examine vary in different national
contexts. Even though legislators in Germany and the United States are facing similar
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trends such as the rise of populism and polarization, their beliefs about how democ-
racy should function do not seem to respond to these trends in identical ways. Indeed,
our findings can be helpful for predicting different outcomes across legislators who
face different structural contexts. For example, we reveal that while people-centred
democratic preferences are strong only among the most right- and left-leaning parties
in Germany, and German legislators overall remainmore balanced in their position on
the elite- to people-centred democracy scale, US legislators from both major political
parties express more people-centred than elite-centred process preferences.

What factors explain legislators’ elite- or people-centred process preferences?
Recent research in several western democracies includingGermany has found that leg-
islators’ characteristics and ideology do not predict their preferences for citizen- versus
elite-driven governance (Mongrain et al. 2024). With our paper, we instead focused on
instrumental motivations as determinants of legislators’ process preferences, hypothesiz-
ing that legislators with higher status and better access to power and resources benefit
from existing power structures and institutions and will therefore be more likely to
have a preference for maintaining them.

In accordance with our expectations, we found that legislators’ seniority, experience
and majority party status are associated with more elite-centred process preferences.
Specifically, legislators who were more recently elected are less likely to hold elite-
centred preferences than legislators who have served a longer time in office. For
Germany, our data also show that having ascended to the federal legislature promotes a
more elite-centred view of democracy than serving only at the state level. Most impor-
tantly, we reveal that two indicators of legislative power – being in themajority party or
government coalition and (in the United States) being in a context where the seats in
one’s area are viewed as electorally secure for one’s party – inclines lawmakers towards
a preference for elite-centred democracy.

These findings confirm the results of earlier studies by showing that holding power
continues to generate a stronger preference for elite-centred democracy among legis-
lators, even in systems as different as those of the United States and Germany (Bowler
et al. 2002; Gherghina et al. 2023; Gilljam et al. 2012; Junius et al. 2020; Önnudóttir
2016). Consistent with our theory, when legislators hold majority power in a govern-
ing body and when they believe their position is more electorally secure and that they
will continue to hold power, they have incentives to protect that institution’s power –
promoting a more elite-centred orientation towards democracy – and have less need
to worry about the immediate whims of voters in order to maintain their position.

How could the different contextual conditions in Germany and the United States
moderate the effect of instrumentalmotivations on process preferences? To beginwith,
US legislators in bothmajor parties facemore instability in their access to and expected
hold onpower than do legislators inGermany’smost prominent parties. Shifts in power
between the parties regularly occur in America’s governing bodies, and legislative and
executive power is often divided between parties. Divided power can occur at the fed-
eral level in Germany (with the Bundesrat as the upper and the Bundestag as the lower
house), but not at the state (Land) level. Moreover, coalition governments are essen-
tially unheard of in US legislatures, where power is almost universally held by a single
party after each election.
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In sum, in the United States there is uncertainty regarding which party will hold
institutional power from year to year, and certainty that when one’s party is in the
minority, there will be minimal access to the levers of power. This should leave US leg-
islators more wary of elite-centred democratic processes and potentially more likely
to favour people-centred democracy in an effort to strengthen their electoral chances.
By contrast, German legislatures demonstrate greater stability in terms of which par-
ties hold institutional power over time, ensuring that the head of government will be
affiliated with the legislative majority rather than operating externally to the governing
coalition. Furthermore, the fact that governingmajorities are generally coalition-based
provides a larger number of parties with access to the governing coalition. These fea-
tures seem to lay the groundwork for a more elite-centred view of democracy among
many German legislators.

What implications could our findings have for future developments in democratic
governance? To the extent that legislators holding people-centred process preferences
face greater challenges in governing effectively than legislators with more elite-centred
preferences do, our findings suggest some challenges ahead in satisfying the process
preferences of citizens while also providing them with good governance. If people-
centred legislators are unwilling to protect and use institutional power, they may have
more difficulty governing effectively, which could produce citizen dissatisfaction and
decrease trust in government. In particular, our findings suggest that legislative bod-
ies undergoing substantial turnover and party power shifts would contain increasingly
people-centred legislators who are more willing to contest existing democratic rules
and procedures, less willing to engage in behind-closed-doors policy-making, and
more likely to follow the swings of public opinion when governing. An examination
of the US Congress in recent years6 seems consistent with this prediction and conse-
quential for democracy in the United States. By contrast, German legislators from the
parties that regularly form governing coalitions tend to hold more elite-centred pro-
cess preferences andmay be better able to govern efficiently and effectively. Having said
this, there are clearly a number of other relevant determinants of policy decisions and
outcomes to consider besides legislators’ process preferences, and our reflections on
the likely effects of the latter on democratic governance must remain speculative here.

Moreover, our surveys and findings have clear limitations. First, it would have been
desirable to survey US legislators at the federal as well as the state level and to achieve
a higher response rate in US states in order to be able to test differences in attitudes
between the two levels. Second, we do not have data on the electoral security of legis-
lators’ seats in Germany (which is more difficult to measure in this context), meaning
that we could only test the respective hypothesis for the US case. In addition, longitu-
dinal data would have been ideal for studying the development of legislators’ process
preferences and the way they compare to citizens’ preferences over time. Regrettably,
neither of these research desiderata are likely to be achieved in the near future, espe-
cially as US legislators are becoming increasingly difficult to survey – a trend that is
exacerbated by the backlash against American universities. At the same time, and in
light of recent backsliding processes in theUnited States and other democracies, under-
standing and comparing political elites’ attitudes vis-à-vis democratic institutions and
procedures seemsmore important than ever.We therefore look forward to future work
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building on our findings to explore the extent to which the factors we reveal as shap-
ing democratic process preferences among US state legislators and German legislators
apply at other levels of government and in different national contexts.

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.
1017/gov.2026.10033.

Data availability. The data used in this paper are published and freely available in the Harvard Dataverse.
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Legislator Survey (2023) at https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/3H1YYH.
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Notes
1. See the project website www.systemicpeace.org (accessed 18 March 2025), according to which ‘The USA
is no longer considered a democracy and lies at the cusp of autocracy; it has experienced a Presidental [sic]
Coup and an Adverse Regime Change event’.
2. This hypothesis can only be applied to the German subsample, which includes data relating to federal
legislators.
3. This hypothesis can only be applied to the US subsample, which includes data on perceived electoral
security.
4. 0.94 is the highest value actually reached in the sample. There is a very strong correlation of 0.99 between
the index and the standardized factor.
5. This table also contains results from a model using data from German and US state legislators together
(Model A5). The German state legislator results (Model A6) reveal a similar pattern of results to those seen
in Table 5 and confirm that instrumental motivations shape legislators’ leanings towards elite- or people-
centred democracy among both US and German legislators.
6. The US Congress has in recent years experienced frequent majority party shifts, with the party majority
changing six times in the Senate and four times in the House of Representatives since 2000, giving legislators
in both parties ample experience in the legislative minority as well as reason to perceive that their party’s
power is not electorally secure. Furthermore, while some legislators remain in office for decades, legislative
turnovermeans thatmany legislators (45% of theHouse of Representatives and 26% of the Senate as of 2022)
have served six or fewer years, with some election years producing especially high levels of turnover.
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