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Abstract

Are legislators responsive to public opinion on foreign policy issues, and if so, whose opin-
ions matter? Despite the prevalence of preference-based approaches to international relations,
no existing study has assessed whether constituency preferences are translated into actual for-
eign policy actions. Using multi-level regression and post-stratification, we create original
estimates of constituency preferences, broken down by party, on various trade, security, and
immigration bills and assess the responsiveness of House members. We find that representa-
tion in Congress is biased away from the median voter and towards co-partisan constituents
on security and immigration issues; we find mixed evidence of responsiveness (to co-partisans
or to the median) on trade bills. Our analysis suggests that, where there is evidence of re-
sponsiveness, constituent preferences drive legislator behavior, rather than the reverse. These
findings substantiate the role of public opinion in security and immigration policy but suggest
that preference-based approaches to trade policy may need revision.
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Introduction

There is substantial evidence that legislators are responsive to their constituencies in the United

States (Canes-Wrone, 2015; Erikson, MacKuen and Stimson, 2002; Stimson, MacKuen and Erik-

son, 1995). On foreign policy, the literature has shown that the government is responsive on defense

spending and similar kinds of policies (Bartels, 1991; Wlezien, 2004). However, the literature has

not systematically examined how constituency preferences affect the votes of members of Congress

on foreign policy bills. The question remains: does responsiveness to constituency preferences ex-

tend to foreign policy roll-call votes? Moreover, are members of Congress more responsive to

co-partisans in the district than to the district as a whole?1

Answering these questions is especially crucial given that experimental evidence suggests cit-

izens in the U.S. care as much about foreign policy when evaluating candidates as they do about

economic or religious issues (Tomz, Weeks and Yarhi-Milo 2018).2 Despite the substantive impor-

tance of assessing responsiveness on foreign policy, there are no existing estimates of constituency-

level opinion for foreign policy roll-call votes in the U.S. House. The previous literature has largely

used proxies for constituency preferences at the district level to examine responsiveness of U.S.

legislators on trade. In particular, studies have focused on district-level exposure to Chinese import

competition (Feigenbaum and Hall, 2015; Kuk, Seligsohn and Zhang, 2017) and other district-level

economic characteristics (Milner and Tingley, 2015). Looking directly at constituency opinion on

specific actions taken by members of Congress helps us draw a clearer and more direct connection

between preferences and policy.

In this paper, we develop new estimates of constituency opinion broken down by partisanship

1Qualitative evidence suggests that American presidents are responsive to public opinion on foreign policy (Foyle,
1999). Outside the U.S., the strongest direct evidence for responsiveness on military intervention comes from Tomz,
Weeks and Yarhi-Milo (2018), which presents experimental evidence that Israeli parliamentarians were more support-
ive of military force when informed that the public supported it. Furthermore, parliamentarians believed going against
public opinion on military intervention would be very politically costly.

2Gadarian (2010) similarly finds that foreign policy positions matter for candidate evaluations, but foreign policy is
more salient for the evaluation of Republican candidates. Conventional wisdom holds that foreign policy is not salient
to the American public because American voters rank foreign policy low in importance (Almond, 1950; Busby and
Monten, 2012). However, these studies suffer from potential selection bias; voters might rank foreign policy issues as
unimportant to their vote choices because of satisfaction with status quo policies.
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on foreign policy roll-call votes in the U.S. House of Representatives. We collect survey data and

use multi-level regression and post-stratification (MRP) to measure constituency preferences on

various bills over time. In particular, we look at key pieces of legislation, like the authorization of

military intervention in Iraq and the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). Using these

data, we assess whether or not legislators’ roll-call voting corresponds to the preferences of their

constituents and which sub-constituencies, like the legislators’ co-partisans, hold greater sway. In

particular, we are interested in whether or not the preferences of co-partisans have more influence

than those of the district median.

We find no evidence of responsiveness to the median on trade, but for security and immigration

issues, legislators are more likely to vote with the median constituent when there is increased

support for the bill. Moreover, legislators are responsive to their co-partisans on security and

immigration, and they are more responsive to them than they are to the median. In general, on

the roll-call votes we look at, only 54 percent of members of Congress vote in accordance with

the majority of their constituency, whereas closer to two-thirds of members of Congress vote in

accordance with the majority of the co-partisans in their district.

This has important implications for the viability of preference-based approaches to Interna-

tional Relations. Liberal scholars of International Relations have called for “taking preferences

seriously” (Moravcsik 1997). A vast literature has emerged to explore the determinants of indi-

vidual preferences on trade, security and immigration issues, but the crucial link between citizen

preferences and foreign policy has not been shown. If citizen preferences on issues like trade are

largely ignored by legislators, then preference-based approaches would need substantial revision.3

3Despite the lack of existing evidence linking individual voter trade preferences to trade policy outcomes, there is a
vast literature exploring the determinants of individual-level public opinion on trade. In keeping with the constituency-
level analysis mentioned above, educated individuals are more supportive of trade (Scheve and Slaughter, 2001b;
Hainmueller and Hiscox, 2006), individuals whose jobs are more vulnerable to offshoring exhibit greater support for
protectionism (Owen and Johnston, 2017), and individuals living in areas negatively affected by trade shocks respond
sociotropically by opposing trade (Bisbee, 2018; Alkon, 2017). There is a similarly vast literature on the determinants
of individual level-immigration preferences in the United States. Both macro-economic conditions (Citrin et al.,
1997; Tichenor, 2009) and individual-level economic factors (Scheve and Slaughter, 2001a; Mayda, 2006) shape
immigration preferences. Cultural threats also induce restrictionist views, (Chandler and Tsai, 2001; Enos, 2014) as do
ethnocentrist and nationalist sentiment more generally (De Figueiredo and Elkins, 2003; Schildkraut, 2005). We also
draw on a literature exploring the determinants of individual support for military intervention. Casualties deteriorate
support for continued military intervention (Althaus, Bramlett and Gimpel, 2012; Gelpi, Feaver and Reifler, 2006;
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Alternatively, evidence of disproportionate responsiveness to co-partisans indicates that partisan-

ship is an under-emphasized force in International Relations.

Related Literature

We are most directly engaged with a literature assessing the constituency-level determinants of

foreign policy voting by American legislators. Higher proportions of active-duty military members

in a constituency positively predicts legislative voting for military intervention (Hildebrandt et al.

2013). American legislators are more likely to vote in favor of trade liberalization if they represent

more educated constituencies (Owen, 2017; Milner and Tingley, 2011; Bailey, 2001). District-

level vulnerability to offshoring (Owen, 2017) and Chinese import competition (Feigenbaum and

Hall, 2015; Kuk, Seligsohn and Zhang, 2017) also predict anti-trade positioning and voting.4

We assess responsiveness to both the overall constituency and co-partisan constituents. The

literature generally finds evidence that American legislators are responsive to their constituencies

(Erikson, MacKuen and Stimson, 2002; Stimson, MacKuen and Erikson, 1995). Moreover, there

is evidence that there is an electoral penalty for dissonant behavior by politicians (Ansolabehere

and Jones, 2010; Canes-Wrone, Brady and Cogan, 2002), such that those who vote against the

preferences of their constituency are punished by the voters. At the state level, there exists much

corroborating evidence that state policy is responsive to preferences (Caughey and Warshaw, 2018;

Erikson, Wright and McIver, 1993).5

Some evidence, however, exists that members of Congress do not represent the median in their

Gelpi, 2010; Karol and Miguel, 2007; Kriner and Shen, 2007). Women in the U.S. are less supportive of using military
force (Eichenberg, 2016; Eichenberg and Stoll, 2012; Barnhart et al., 2018), and nationalistic Americans are more
isolationist (Rathbun, 2007). With respect to public opinion on foreign policy more generally, Kertzer and Zeitzoff
(2017) finds that citizens do not merely take elite cues, but in fact also obtain information from their peers; voters have
their own values that shape their foreign policy preferences (Kertzer et al., 2014).

4 The Open Economy Politics (OEP) approach to International Political Economy views foreign economic policy
as a process beginning with citizen preferences, which are then aggregated through political institutions, ultimately
resulting in the “output” of a given foreign economic policy. For an overview of the Open Economy Politics approach,
see Lake (2009). For examples of this approach in the American context, see Milner and Tingley (2011) and Owen
(2017). For a critique of this approach, see Oatley (2011) and the response by Chaudoin, Milner and Pang (2015).

5One caveat here is that legislators at the state level do not display high levels of congruence (Lax and Phillips,
2012), and there are biases in policy (Simonovits, Guess and Nagler, 2018).
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district (Bafumi and Herron, 2010; Lee, Moretti and Butler, 2004; McCarty, Poole and Rosenthal,

2009). In particular, these analyses show that legislators from both parties reside on opposite sides

of the median voter in their district; as a result, elections are often a choice between two poles of

the ideological spectrum. Moreover, some have argued that there is unequal responsiveness such

that policies tend to cater to the affluent and the well-connected (Bartels, 2008; Gilens, 2012),

though some have challenged this claim (Soroka and Wlezien, 2008).

In this paper, we contribute to the literature on opinion estimation by looking at issue-level

roll-call voting in the House with a partisan breakdown. Some papers have looked at district-level

estimates of opinion (Tausanovitch and Warshaw, 2013; Warshaw and Rodden, 2012) and state-

level estimates (Lax and Phillips, 2009, 2012), but there have not been any estimates of opinion

on foreign policy roll-call votes. Moreover, some have looked at partisan breakdowns using MRP

(Kastellec et al., 2015; Lax, Phillips and Zelizer, 2019), but such estimates have not been carried

out in House districts. Voters do not perceive large policy differences between the parties on

foreign policy issues (Kertzer, Brooks and Brooks, 2017); if Republican and Democratic voters

disagree on a foreign policy bill, it is unlikely that partisan differences in mass opinion emerge

from perceived discrepancies between the preferences of Republican and Democratic politicians.

Hypotheses and Empirical Specification

While we acknowledge above that there may be reasons for a lack of representation in Ameri-

can Politics, consistent with much of the responsiveness literature (Canes-Wrone, 2015; Erikson,

Wright and McIver, 1993; Stimson, MacKuen and Erikson, 1995), we test Hypothesis 1:

Hypothesis 1: Legislators are responsive to the median of their constituency.

We also test whether legislators are disproportionately responsive to their co-partisan base.

This focus on the preferences of sub-constituencies comes from Fenno (1978), who argues that
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legislators think of their district as comprising different sub-constituencies, which they may be dif-

ferentially responsive to. In the literature, Kastellec et al. (2015) find that Senators respond more to

their co-partisans than to their state’s median voters when it comes to Supreme Court confirmation

votes; Lax, Phillips and Zelizer (2019) confirms this result on a broader range of roll-call votes.

Similarly, Clinton (2006) finds that Republicans in the House are disproportionately responsive to

co-partisan preferences, and Bafumi and Herron (2010) finds that partisans tend to be closer to

their legislators’ ideal points than the district median.

Hypothesis 2: Legislators are more responsive to their co-partisan constituents than to the

median constituent.

Let Yi be legislator i’s roll call vote, which takes on the value 1 when a legislator votes yes on

a bill and the value 0 when a legislator votes no. Let γb denote a bill fixed effect. We estimate the

following model to test Hypothesis 1:

Pr(Yi = 1) = logit−1(β0 +β1PercentConstituencySupport + γb) (1)

Hypothesis 1 suggests that β1 > 0. We estimate the following model to test Hypothesis 2:

Pr(Yi = 1) = logit−1(β0 +β1PercentConstituencySupport +β2PercentCopartisanSupport + γb)

(2)

The second hypothesis suggests that β2 > β1, or that co-partisan support has a greater effect on

roll-call voting than overall constituency support.
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Data and Methodology

Table 1 describes the survey data we gathered to assess public opinion. When gathering data on

public opinion, we searched for surveys taken before the corresponding House vote. Furthermore,

we restricted our analysis to those surveys/questions that either specifically asked about the bill that

was being voted on or addressed the key component of the bill. Finally, we restricted our search to

surveys that had key demographic characteristics and state-level or district-level indicators. When-

ever possible, we pooled multiple surveys to attain a more precise estimate of constituency (and

sub-constituency) preferences.

We chose particular trade, military intervention and immigration bills because detailed sur-

vey data existed on the passage of these bills in Congress and because they were highly conse-

quential foreign policy bills with important implications for the U.S. economy and international

security. Trade bills include NAFTA, which liberalized trade between the United States, Mexico

and Canada, and the Uruguay Round Agreements Act that established the World Trade Organiza-

tion (WTO). In addition, H.R.4444 normalized trade relations between the U.S. and the People’s

Republic of China, and the Central American Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA) liberalized trade be-

tween the United States and Central American nations (and the Dominican Republic). Finally, the

U.S.-Korea Free Trade Agreement eliminated 95 percent of bilateral tariffs on goods and strength-

ened intellectual property protections (Erickson, September 2, 2017).

When it comes to security policy, we study two bills related to military intervention in Iraq:

the Authorization for Use of Military Force Against Iraq Resolution of 2002, and the Responsible

Redeployment from Iraq Act in July 2007 which called on the Secretary of Defense to commence

withdrawals of U.S. troops in Iraq within 120 days of passage of the bill. We also analyze voting

on H.J.Res.68 which authorized military intervention in Libya in support of the NATO mission to

implement U.N. Security Council Resolution 1973. The resolution aimed to protect civilians and

target the Gaddafi regime during the Libyan civil war.6 House amendment 1141 to H.J.Res.124

(the “McKeon Amendment”) would have authorized the Secretary of Defense to train and equip

6Libya: UN backs action against Colonel Gaddafi (March 18, 2011).
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Syrian rebels to fight the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS). Finally, H.R.3461 would have been

a (non-binding) resolution of approval of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, i.e., the 2015

nuclear agreement with Iran.

Moreover, the immigration bills we examine are HR.4134 (legislation to deny public educa-

tion benefits to undocumented immigrants), the Secure Fence Act of 2006 which provided for the

construction of fencing along 700 miles of the U.S. border with Mexico, and the No Sanctuary for

Criminals Act, which would have penalized “sanctuary cities” (i.e., municipalities not complying

with federal immigration law) by cutting off their federal funding.

Table 1: Survey Data
Bill Day of Vote Outcome of Vote Survey Source Survey Date Sample Size

NAFTA November 17, 1993 234-200 Yankelovich/Time Magazine/CNN September 8-9, 1993 1,108
Uruguay Round Agreements Act (WTO) November 29, 1994 288-146 LA Times, Gallup/CNN/USA Today October 17-19, November 28-29, 1994 2,292

Denying Education Benefits to Undocumented September 25, 1996 254-175 LA Times September 7-10, 1996 1,522
Normalization of Trade Relations with China May 24, 2000 237-197 Gallup, CNN/USA Today/Gallup November 18-21, 1999, April 7-9, 2000 2,016

Iraq War Authorization (2002) October 10, 2002 297-133 Gallup/CNN/USA Today October 3-8, 2002 1,502
CAFTA-DR July 28, 2005 217-215 PIPA/Knowledge Networks September 22-26, 2005 812

Secure Fence Act of 2006 September 14, 2006 283-138 CBS News/NY Times, NBC News/WSJ May 4-8, June 9-12, 2006 2,243
Redeployment from Iraq July 12, 2007 223-201 CCES 2007 10,000

Authorization of Force in Libya June 24, 2011 123-291 Gallup News Service June 22, 2011 999
US-Korea Free Trade Agreement Oct 12, 2011 278-151 USA Today/Gallup January 14-16, 2011 1,032

Arming and Training Syrian rebels September 17, 2014 273-156 CBS News/New York Times September 12-15, 2014 1,009
Iran Nuclear Agreement September 11, 2015 162-269 CNN/ORC International July 22-25, August 13-16, September 4-8, 2015 3,030

No Sanctuary for Criminals Act June 29, 2017 228-195 CCES 2017 18,200

One potential concern is that the selection of high-salience bills may bias the estimates of re-

sponsiveness. Some evidence suggests that on bills that are more salient, politicians are more likely

to cater to the median (Hutchings, 1998). Our two main results are that there is no responsiveness

to the median on trade, and there is more responsiveness to co-partisans on security and immi-

gration than there is to the median. It is clear that we would expect the first finding in a broader

universe of bills that included less-salient bills as well.7 Moreover, with respect to the second re-

sult, if politicians catered to the median more on high-salience bills, then we should expect even

greater deference to co-partisans on less salient bills as well.

7Some other literature suggests there is no evidence of convergence to the median when one compares constituen-
cies that care about an issue versus those that do not (Fowler and Hall, 2016), suggesting that there might not be a bias
in this context after all.
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Estimation

Multi-level regression and post-stratification proceeds in two stages. In the multi-level regression

stage, we model individual survey responses as a function of geographic and demographic factors.

We use gender, race, education, and party identification as individual-level predictors and use the

state/district of respondents to estimate district-level intercepts, which are themselves modeled

using predictors like region or aggregate demographics, percent senior, and percent employed in

agriculture. In the post-stratification stage, we calculate predicted probabilities from the multi-level

regression for each demographic-geographic type and weight these types based on their levels in

each district.8

One other difficulty in estimating preferences at the district level is that some surveys do not

contain district identifiers. It is sometimes not possible to figure out which district the respondent

belongs to. To ameliorate this, we adopt an existing method called “cross-level” regression (Krim-

mel, Lax and Phillips, 2016), where we use state-level estimates in the multi-level regression and

district-level values to post-stratify.9 For example, one district-level predictor we use is median

income. Since we do not know the district that a particular respondent belongs to, we instead use

median income for the state that the respondent belongs to instead in the multi-level regression.

When post-stratifying, however, we use the coefficient for median income from the regression and

district-level median income. Thus, we are modeling the geographic variables at the state level but

using district values to extrapolate from the geographic patterns in the data to all districts. One can

verify that there is not a substantial difference in using state-level data versus district-level data by

exploiting the surveys that contain both state-level and district-level indicators. For these surveys,

one can compare the estimates that result from a cross-level MRP with those that result from the

original implementation. In the Appendix, we plot these estimates for the surveys/bills that have

8This data comes from American FactFinder. Factfinder includes data on breakdowns of race, education, and
gender by district for those over the age of 25, which is useful for post-stratification. Using these data is consistent
with past research that estimates constituency opinion at the district level (Tausanovitch and Warshaw, 2013; Warshaw
and Rodden, 2012). While it introduces some error into the estimates, only a small percentage of the population falls
in the remaining age category, and the demographic characteristics are similar between the age groups.

9We use this method for all bills except the No Sanctuary for Criminals Act and the Redeployment from Iraq.
Moreover, we use this method to obtain estimates of party affiliation for earlier years in our timeframe.
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both indicators and show that the cross-level estimates are highly correlated with the original es-

timates. This lends confidence to us that using the cross-level method would not alter our results

substantially.

For each roll call vote that we analyze, we regress support for the policy on several individual-

level and district-level (or state-level) predictors. Denote the value of the dependent variable by

Yi for a given individual i. This value is either 1 if the individual supports the policy or 0 if

the individual opposes the policy.10 The individual-level predictors are race (“White,” “Black,”

“Hispanic,” and “Other”), education (“No HS,” “High school graduate,” “Some college,” “College

graduate,” and “Post-grad”), and gender (“Female” and “Male”). The district-level predictors are

the percentage of individuals in a district that are senior, median income, the percentage of workers

in a district that are employed in agriculture, and the percentage of the district that was born in

another country. We include the percentage of senior individuals in a district and median income

because age and income are often conceived as being strong predictors of political preferences.

Moreover, the percent of agriculture workers is included because occupation predicts political

preferences, particularly for trade bills. Finally, immigration status is also predictive of political

preferences, and it nicely helps predict preferences on immigration in particular. Formally, we use

the following specification:

Pr(yi = 1) = logit−1(β 0 +β
f emale ∗ f emalei +α

race
k[i] +α

educ
l[i] +α

party
n[i] +α

district
j[i] +α

poll
p[i] )

where k denotes the category of race that respondent i falls into, l denotes the category of education

i belongs to, n denotes the party i belongs to, j denotes the district that i resides in, and p denotes

the poll that i is responding to.11 The district intercepts are modeled as a function of district-level

10Respondents who abstained are counted as missing.
11The poll variable is only included when there are multiple polls being pooled together.
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predictors:

α
district
j ∼ N(αstate

m[ j] +β
med.income ∗med.income j +β

senior.prop ∗ senior.prop j+

β
agriculture.prop ∗agriculture.prop j +β

f oreign.prop ∗ f oreign.prop j,σ
2
district)

with district j located in state m[ j]. To clarify, the variance of the district coefficient is constant

across all districts. Furthermore, the following individual-level and district-level coefficients are

modeled as follows:

α
race
k ∼ N(0,σ2

race) for k = 1, ...,4

α
educ
l ∼ N(0,σ2

educ) for l = 1, ...,5

α
party
n ∼ N(0,σ2

party) for n = 1, ...,3

α
poll
p ∼ N(0,σ2

poll) for p ∈ R+

α
state
m ∼ N(0,σ2

state) for m = 1, ...,51

The state variable includes all 50 states plus the District of Columbia. Using these results, we

calculated the predicted probability of supporting the policy for each demographic-geographic

type and used Census data to post-stratify. Given 436 districts (435 U.S. House districts plus

the District of Columbia), 2 gender categories, 4 race groups, 5 education groups, and 3 parties,

we have 436 ∗ 2 ∗ 4 ∗ 5 ∗ 3 = 52,320 demographic-geographic types. Using the model estimated

above for respondent preferences, we calculated predicted probabilities for each of these 52,320

categories.12

We weight these probabilities by the recorded population level listed in the Census. Thus, if

d denotes a particular congressional district, θ̂ j is the predicted probability for a given cell j, N j

is the Census population size for cell j, and ŷd is the proportion of individuals supporting a given

12For the poll coefficients, we take the average of the intercepts, which mathematically is equal to 0.
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policy for district d, then

ŷd =
∑ j∈d N jθ̂ j

∑ j∈d N j

Descriptive Statistics: Sub-Constituency Preferences

Figure 1 shows the distribution of constituency support for pro-trade bills among Republicans,

Independents and Democrats at the mass level. The boxes show the middle 50 percent of con-

stituency support for the bill for each sub-group (i.e. the 25th percentile to the 75th percentile,

with the median district in the middle), and the whiskers extend to the most extreme observations.

One striking aspect of this figure is that there is not much heterogeneity between partisans

on many of the trade bills. Republicans, Democrats, and Independents are largely consistent in

their levels of support for these bills. We can still point out some trends for the bill to liberalize

trade relations with China, the establishment of the World Trade Organization (WTO), and the

trade agreement between the U.S. and South Korea. Though Republicans are generally more

supportive of free-trade legislation, they are less supportive of trade liberalization with China than

Independents or Democrats. Republicans are more supportive than Democrats or Independents of

the establishment of the WTO, and finally, Democrats are least supportive of the trade agreement

with South Korea. In general, there is substantial cross-district variation in levels of support for

these bills. Interestingly, this suggests that there are some constituencies where Republicans are

not supportive of these trade bills and some constituencies where Democrats are supportive.
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Figure 1: Sub-constituency Preferences on Trade (by Bill)

Figure 2 shows the distribution of preferences among partisan sub-groups for security bills.

Unlike for the trade bills, there is substantial variation in preferences between partisan sub-groups.

As conventional wisdom would dictate, Republicans were significantly more supportive of foreign

military intervention in Iraq. However, intervention in Libya garners greater Democratic support

than Republican support. Similarly, the Iranian nuclear deal is strongly supported by Democrats

and not by Republicans. As expected, Democrats are substantially more supportive of withdraw-

ing from Iraq than Republicans; while Republicans exhibit differential levels of support across

districts, Democrats are uniformly in support of the redeployment of troops from Iraq.
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Figure 2: Sub-constituency Preferences on Security (by Bill)

Finally, Figure 3 shows preferences on three anti-immigration bills. Republicans are more

supportive than Democrats of all three bills, and the divide is clearest on the issue of defunding

sanctuary cities. Moreover, there is substantial cross-district heterogeneity in Republican support

for the Secure Fence Act, but virtually no geographic heterogeneity in Republican support for the

No Sanctuary for Criminals Act. Democrats and Independents exhibit greater heterogeneity in

their preferences for defunding sanctuary cities.
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Figure 3: Sub-constituency Preferences on Immigration (by Bill)

Responsiveness

Table 2 tests Hypothesis 1 by examining whether higher levels of overall support for a bill in a

constituency increase the likelihood of a legislator voting in favor of the bill. The first column

examines all bills together and the second, third, and fourth columns disaggregate bills by issue

area. We find support for Hypothesis 1 in the pooled subset; examining distinct issue areas, there

are strong positive relationships between overall constituency support and congressional voting for

security and immigration policy bills, but no support for Hypothesis 1 on trade bills.

It is possible that members of Congress may be biased towards specific sub-constituencies. We
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Table 2: Responsiveness to Overall Constituency

Dependent variable:

Vote in Favor
Pooled Trade Security Immigration

Overall 6.827∗∗∗ −0.741 13.051∗∗∗ 14.552∗∗∗

(0.528) (0.752) (0.990) (1.292)

Observations 5,568 2,162 2,132 1,274

Note: Bill fixed effects are omitted. ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

investigate this claim by assessing Hypothesis 2 in Table 3. We find strong evidence in favor of

Hypothesis 2 that responsiveness is biased away from the median towards co-partisan constituents.

Disaggregating by issue area, responsiveness is biased towards co-partisans on both security and

immigration policy.

Table 3: Responsiveness to Overall and Co-partisan Constituencies

Dependent variable:

Vote in Favor
Pooled Trade Security Immigration

Overall −10.095∗∗∗ 1.315 −8.317∗∗∗ −9.925∗∗∗

(0.785) (1.346) (1.573) (1.921)
Co-partisan 12.277∗∗∗ −2.049∗ 14.380∗∗∗ 15.645∗∗∗

(0.437) (1.113) (0.779) (0.950)

Observations 5,568 2,162 2,132 1,274

Note: Bill fixed effects are omitted. ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

One empirical concern might be that the median voter in a constituency is in some cases a

co-partisan; Republicans likely control constituencies where the median is a Republican, and the

analogous may be true for Democratic legislators. For robustness, we examine cases in which the

co-partisan median and the constituency median disagree.

Across the five trade bills, there are 323 cases where the co-partisan and median disagree.

Legislators side with the median voter 58 percent of the time. There are 495 cases where the co-

partisan median and the overall median disagree across the five security bills; legislators side with

co-partisans nearly 93 percent of the time. Finally, across the three immigration bills, there are

344 cases where co-partisans disagree with the median voter. Legislators side with co-partisans in
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nearly 90 percent of these cases.13

Assessing Responsiveness By Bill

We now assess responsiveness by bill. We first examine legislator responsiveness to constituents

on five trade bills: the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), a bill creating the World

Trade Organization, trade liberalization with China, and a trade agreement between the US and

South Korea.

In the pooled trade analysis, we uncovered a negative but insignificant relationship between

overall support in a constituency for a trade bill and the likelihood of a legislator voting to enact

that trade bill. The disaggregated analysis shown in Figure 4 reveals that this relationship emerges

from the coefficients for constituency support for CAFTA-DR, NAFTA, and the WTO. For all

other trade bills, overall support is either not associated or positively associated with voting in

favor of the bill. Table A1 tests Hypothesis 2 separately for each bill, and we find responsiveness

is biased towards co-partisans for the trade agreement with South Korea (but the inverse holds for

trade liberalization with China and CAFTA).

For the five security bills, which consist of the authorization of military force against Iraq in

2002, a bill that would have initiated troop withdrawals from Iraq in 2007, the authorization of

limited force in Libya, a bill to arm and train rebels in Syria, and a non-binding vote on the nuclear

agreement with Iran, we find support for Hypothesis 1 for almost every security bill, the exception

being the aiding of rebels in Syria. We find strong evidence for Hypothesis 2 in Table A2, as

representation is biased away from the median voter towards co-partisans for each bill.

Finally, we assess responsiveness on three immigration bills: a bill denying public education

13Republicans and Democrats exhibit similar patterns of responsiveness on trade. Republicans vote with their
median voter 60 percent of the time, and they vote with their co-partisan majority 56 percent of the time. Democrats
vote with the median 40 percent of the time and with co-partisans 39 percent of the time. On security, Republicans vote
with their median voters 52 percent of the time and vote with co-partisans nearly 89 percent of the time. Democrats
are responsive to their median on security bills about two-thirds of the time and vote with their base 68 percent of
the time. On immigration, 38 percent of Republicans vote in accordance with their median voter, while 73 percent of
Democrats are responsive to their median voters’ preferences on immigration. Co-partisan responsiveness is strikingly
high for legislators of both parties: nearly 73 percent of Republicans vote in accordance with their base, and 79 percent
of Democrats are responsive to their co-partisans.
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Figure 4: Responsiveness to Overall Constituency on Trade Bills
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Figure 5: Responsiveness to Overall Constituency on Security Bills
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benefits to undocumented immigrants, a bill providing for the construction of fencing along the

US-Mexico border (the Secure Fence Act of 2006), and the No Sanctuary for Criminals Act, which

would have penalized municipalities that were not compliant with federal immigration law (i.e.,

sanctuary cities). As shown in Figure 6, Hypothesis 1 is confirmed for all immigration bills. We

also find strong evidence for Hypothesis 2 in Table A3: legislators are more responsive to co-

partisan constituents on denying education benefits to undocumented immigrants and building a

fence on the Southern border, but not on the sanctuary cities bill.
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Figure 6: Responsiveness to Overall Constituency on Immigration Bills

Reverse Causation

On security and immigration issues, we have demonstrated evidence of a robust and consistent

link between co-partisan constituent preferences and legislator voting. However, it is possible
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this evidence of responsiveness actually reflects reverse causation; co-partisan constituents might

adopt the positions of their representatives (Achen and Bartels, 2016; Lenz, 2012). To negate

these concerns about reverse causation, we assess the relationship between legislative voting and

the preferences of those co-partisans who are arguably least likely to know their representative’s

position on an issue: those who are uneducated.

College-educated Americans demonstrate more civic engagement and pay more attention to

politics (Prior 2018; Prior and Bougher 2018); indeed, there is evidence that education plays a

causal role in increasing civic engagement (Dee 2004; Milligan, Moretti and Oreopoulos (2004);

Sondheimer and Green 2010). Because less educated citizens are unlikely to know how their

representative plans to vote on a bill, a relationship between uneducated co-partisans and voting on

foreign policy would provide strong evidence that voting is responsive to (co-partisan) constituency

preferences, rather than the other way around.

We use the following empirical specification. Let Yi be legislator i’s roll call vote, which takes

on the value 1 when a legislator votes yes on a bill and the value 0 when a legislator votes no.

Pr(Yi = 1) = logit−1(β0 +β1PercentConstituencySupport +β2PercentUneducatedCopartisanSupport + γb)

(3)

If β2 > β1, then uneducated co-partisan support has a greater effect on roll-call voting than

overall constituency support.

We explore responsiveness to uneducated co-partisans using the pooled analyses. Table 4

shows that as was the case with the analysis of co-partisans, responsiveness is biased towards

(uneducated) co-partisans for security and immigration, but not for trade bills. In the Appendix,

we demonstrate that we find the same results in the bill by bill analysis using the support of uned-

ucated co-partisans instead of the general level of co-partisan support.
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Table 4: Responsiveness to Overall and Uneducated Co-partisan Constituencies

Dependent variable:

Vote in Favor
Pooled Trade Security Immigration

Overall −9.738∗∗∗ 1.692 −8.268∗∗∗ −9.142∗∗∗

(0.779) (1.318) (1.579) (1.892)
Uneducated Co-partisans 12.099∗∗∗ −2.432∗∗ 14.420∗∗∗ 15.321∗∗∗

(0.427) (1.082) (0.776) (0.911)

Observations 5,568 2,162 2,132 1,274

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

Addressing Alternative Explanations

There is evidence that the federal government has been more responsive to the affluent and rich

than to the middle or lower classes (Bartels, 2008; Gilens, 2012). However, Lax, Phillips and

Zelizer (2019) show that disproportionate responsiveness to affluent citizens is actually driven by

co-partisan responsiveness by Republicans.

Because we do not have sufficiently detailed Census data to estimate district-level preferences

for income groups,14 we use college education to show that the results shown above are reasonably

stable. Though we cannot directly test whether the affluent have disproportionate influence, we can

examine whether college-educated voters have disproportionate influence. We use the following

empirical specification:

Pr(Yi = 1) = logit−1(β0 +β1PercentConstituencySupport +β2PercentCopartisanSupport+

β3PercentEducatedSupport + γb) (4)

If β2 > β3, then co-partisan support has a greater effect on roll-call voting than the support of

highly educated constituents.

In Table 5, we test whether the pooled results hold when including the preferences of the

14Specifically, the Census does not provide granular enough data to give us, for example, the number of college-
educated white women between the ages of 18 and 29 who have an income of between 50,000 dollars and 59,999
dollars in the fifth district of New Jersey.
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college-educated. We do in fact find the same relationships as before, i.e. responsiveness to co-

partisans on security and immigration issues (and in the sample including all bills).

Table 5: Responsiveness to Overall, Co-partisan and Educated Constituencies

Dependent variable:

Vote in Favor
Pooled Trade Security Immigration

Overall 3.379 34.326∗∗∗ −17.277∗∗ −4.307
(3.887) (6.009) (6.766) (9.331)

Co-partisan 12.320∗∗∗ −2.267∗∗ 14.407∗∗∗ 15.687∗∗∗

(0.437) (1.127) (0.783) (0.952)
Educated −14.147∗∗∗ −33.932∗∗∗ 9.556 −6.019

(4.004) (6.013) (7.013) (9.787)

Observations 5,568 2,162 2,132 1,274

Note: Bill fixed effects are omitted. ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

In the Appendix, we demonstrate that controlling for the support of college-educated con-

stituents does not significantly change the bill-by-bill results. We again find co-partisan respon-

siveness on security and immigration issues.

Conclusion

In this paper, we provide the first empirical estimates of constituency-level and subconstituency-

level public opinion on issues of foreign, economic, and security policy in the House. Using these

estimates, we examine responsiveness to the constituents of members of Congress and find that

legislators primarily respond to co-partisan constituents on security and immigration issues but not

on trade issues. We find mixed evidence of responsiveness on trade (both to the median and to

co-partisan constituents).

Liberal scholars of international relations had called for “taking preferences seriously” but had

not definitively linked foreign policy to voter preferences. Our findings suggest that preference-

based accounts of foreign policy-making are valid for security and immigration issues, but ap-

proaches to international political economy that prioritize citizen trade preferences may need re-

vision. Moreover, our finding that legislators are responsive to co-partisans suggests that parti-
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sanship is an under-explored factor in the International Relations literature. The importance of

constituency preferences for security policy lends further support to the Liberal notion that domes-

tic policy preferences matter and calls into question the Realist notion that foreign policy is made

only with regards to systemic international factors (Mearsheimer et al., 2001). With regards to the

study of responsiveness in the United States, our results provide further support for the notion that

representation in Congress is biased away from the median voter towards co-partisans, at least for

security and immigration issues. With the exception of trade policy, there exists responsiveness to

both constituency and sub-constituency preferences.
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Appendix

Responsiveness Bill by Bill (Overall and Co-Partisan)

Examining legislator voting on each of five trade bills, in Table A1, we find inconsistent evidence

of co-partisan responsiveness and responsiveness to the overall constituency. Only Korea exhibits

strong responsiveness to co-partisans. We do, however, find consistent evidence of co-partisan

responsiveness on security bills in Table A2 (with the exception of intervention in Syria). Finally,

1



we examine voting on each immigration bill in Table A3 and find support for greater responsiveness

to co-partisans (with the exception of the sanctuary cities bill).

Table A1: Responsiveness on Trade Bills in the House

Dependent variable:

Vote in Favor
NAFTA (1993) WTO (1994) China (2000) CAFTA (2005) Korea (2011)

Overall −1.193 −2.350 12.442∗∗∗ 4.088 −6.703∗∗

(3.685) (3.037) (3.808) (2.588) (2.958)
Co-partisan −1.922 0.835 −11.627∗∗∗ −4.572∗∗ 6.845∗∗

(2.996) (2.397) (2.893) (2.153) (2.702)

Observations 434 433 434 432 429

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

Table A2: Responsiveness on Security Bills in the House

Dependent variable:

Vote in Favor
Iraq (2002) Iraq (2007) Libya (2011) Syria (2014) Iran (2015)

Overall −0.432 5.013 −8.370 2.277 −9.914∗∗∗

(2.687) (6.024) (8.618) (4.006) (3.809)
Co-partisan 10.037∗∗∗ 14.611∗∗∗ 32.644∗∗∗ −3.630 16.317∗∗∗

(1.076) (1.420) (3.651) (3.596) (2.017)

Observations 429 424 418 429 432

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

Table A3: Responsiveness on Immigration Bills in the House

Dependent variable:

Vote in Favor
Education Benefits (1996) Secure Fence (2006) No Sanctuary (2017)

Overall −6.786∗ −15.122∗∗∗ 36.404∗∗∗

(3.626) (2.863) (9.485)
Co-partisan 17.182∗∗∗ 17.330∗∗∗ 11.797∗∗∗

(1.467) (2.153) (1.362)

Observations 429 422 423

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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Uneducated Co-Partisans Bill by Bill

We now assess whether the patterns of responsiveness to co-partisans on trade bills explored above

hold when examining responsiveness to uneducated co-partisans in Table A4. As was the case

before, there is inconsistent evidence in favor of Hypothesis 2. Table A5 tests whether the level of

responsiveness to uneducated co-partisans is any different from the previous result on responsive-

ness to all co-partisans on security bills. Responsiveness to uneducated co-partisans is consistent

with the prior results. For all three immigration bills, the same results also hold in Table A6 when

examining only uneducated co-partisans rather than all co-partisans.

Table A4: Responsiveness on Trade Bills in the House (Uneducated Co-Partisans)

Dependent variable:

Vote in Favor
NAFTA (1993) WTO (1994) China (2000) CAFTA (2005) Korea (2011)

Overall 1.190 −1.976 12.876∗∗∗ 4.220 −6.976∗∗

(3.404) (3.029) (3.792) (2.569) (2.865)
Uneducated Co-partisans −4.406 0.468 −12.069∗∗∗ −4.678∗∗ 7.125∗∗∗

(2.785) (2.391) (2.873) (2.113) (2.596)

Observations 434 433 434 432 429

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

Table A5: Responsiveness on Security Bills in the House (Uneducated Co-Partisans)

Dependent variable:

Vote in Favor
Iraq (2002) Iraq (2007) Libya (2011) Syria (2014) Iran (2015)

Overall −0.175 4.875 −7.704 1.455 −9.703∗∗

(2.691) (6.016) (8.578) (3.948) (3.819)
Uneducated Co-partisans 9.877∗∗∗ 14.964∗∗∗ 33.156∗∗∗ −2.781 16.198∗∗∗

(1.057) (1.454) (3.700) (3.514) (1.929)

Observations 429 424 418 429 432

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

Overall, we find strong evidence of responsiveness to uneducated co-partisans, i.e. those co-

partisans who are least likely to know in advance how their legislator is going to vote.
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Table A6: Responsiveness on Immigration Bills in the House (Uneducated Co-Partisans)

Dependent variable:

Vote in Favor
Education Benefits (1996) Secure Fence (2006) No Sanctuary (2017)

Overall −6.402∗ −13.079∗∗∗ 36.956∗∗∗

(3.603) (2.691) (9.517)
Uneducated Co-partisans 16.709∗∗∗ 15.620∗∗∗ 12.178∗∗∗

(1.432) (1.995) (1.409)

Observations 429 422 423

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

Influence Bill by Bill

We assess the influence of the highly-educated on each trade bill. We find largely the same results

as before on each set of bills, after controlling for the preferences of the college-educated popu-

lation. Table A7 shows the results for trade bills, Table A8 displays security bills, and Table A9

shows the results for immigration bills.

Table A7: Responsiveness on Trade Bills in the House

Dependent variable:

Vote in Favor
NAFTA (1993) WTO (1994) China (2000) CAFTA (2005) Korea (2011)

Overall 44.445∗∗∗ (13.500) 28.953 (32.530) 27.092 (32.328) 30.878∗∗∗ (10.396) 25.924∗∗ (10.169)
Co-partisan −2.532 (3.168) 0.618 (2.403) −11.684∗∗∗ (2.899) −4.339∗∗ (2.173) 6.011∗∗ (2.735)
Educated −47.686∗∗∗ (13.556) −31.043 (32.124) −14.578 (31.931) −28.379∗∗∗ (10.641) −33.322∗∗∗ (9.973)

Observations 434 433 434 432 429

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

Table A8: Responsiveness on Security Bills in the House

Dependent variable:

Vote in Favor
Iraq (2002) Iraq (2007) Libya (2011) Syria (2014) Iran (2015)

Overall −14.490∗ (8.557) −29.151 (31.750) −16.835 (32.461) −85.467∗∗ (36.670) −7.959 (15.028)
Co-partisan 10.152∗∗∗ (1.102) 14.608∗∗∗ (1.435) 32.575∗∗∗ (3.657) −4.666 (3.651) 16.294∗∗∗ (2.018)
Educated 16.357∗ (9.474) 35.748 (32.748) 8.858 (32.751) 89.661∗∗ (37.237) −2.160 (16.062)

Observations 429 424 418 429 432

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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Table A9: Responsiveness on Immigration Bills in the House

Dependent variable:

Vote in Favor
Education Benefits (1996) Secure Fence (2006) No Sanctuary (2017)

Overall 55.648∗∗ (23.357) −20.378∗ (11.120) 38.164 (30.790)
Co-partisan 17.479∗∗∗ (1.491) 17.222∗∗∗ (2.166) 11.808∗∗∗ (1.377)
Educated −65.738∗∗∗ (24.401) 5.730 (11.698) −1.895 (31.505)

Observations 429 422 423

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

Cross-level MRP Validity Checks

In this section, we present some validity checks for the cross-level MRP methods used in the paper.

There are two bills in our sample that allow us to perform both the cross-level MRP and the normal

MRP methods and compare how different the corresponding estimates are. In Figure 7, the cross-

level estimates for Iraq (2007) are plotted against the original estimates. One can see that these

estimates are highly correlated (r = 0.91). The same is true in Figure 8 for the sanctuary cities bill

in 2017 (r = 0.68).
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Figure 7: Iraq (2007) (Cross Level by Normal Estimates)
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Figure 8: No Sanctuary (Cross Level by Normal Estimates)

7


