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Abstract: Research on representation and responsiveness is based on the idea that
voters have concerns about certain policy problems and that representatives
respond to these concerns with concrete policy outputs, such as laws. In addition,
once adopted, this policy output can feed back on voters’ concerns which are then
satisfied. Consequently, citizens do not demand more of the respective policy
(negative feedback, thermostatic model (Soroka &Wlezien 2010)) or are, in contrast,
incited toward demanding even more of the policy (positive feedback, policy over-
reaction (Maor 2014, Jones et al 2014)). In this research note, I argue that by focussing
mainly on such preference-policy linkages, existing research has underestimated the
role emotions play in this “chain of responsiveness” (Powell 2004), especially when it
comes to protective policies, that is policies that are presented as providing protec-
tion to citizens. I propose an amended concept of responsiveness which adds an
emotional layer to the existing framework and present an empirical exploration on
the emotion-policy link on the micro level using data from the European Social
Survey which indicates the fruitfulness to bring in emotions more plainly into the
literature on responsiveness.
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1 Introduction1

Standard models of democratic representation usually conceptualize democratic
representation as a principal-agent-relationship with some linkage that relates cit-
izens’ preferences (as the principals) to the actions of the political representatives
(as the agents) (e.g. Rohrschneider & Thomassen 2020). How this linkage between
citizens and representatives exactly looks like, depends on the theoretical perspec-
tive as well as the empirical forms of representation that the authors look at. In their
famous 1963 article on the American Congress, for instance, Miller and Stokes (1963)
conceptualize a direct linkage between constituencies in electoral districts and their
representative in Congress. Theorizing about the role of political parties, Klinge-
mann et al. (1994) see parties and their programs as key transmission belt between
citizens and voters – a point that has been further discussed by scholars like Powell
(2004), Dalton et al. (2011) or Naurin et al. (2019) and harks back to the responsible
party model (APSA 1950).

While these models differ in terms of how they conceptualize the linkage be-
tween principals and agents, they nevertheless converge in that they primarily see
representation as based on issues – be it by linking specific preferences or general
policy mood2 to policies, by looking at issue-specific electoral pledges or by using
partymanifestos tomeasure party positions to voter positions.3 In this research note,
I argue that while much speaks in favour of using issue-linkages as backbone of
representation theory (conceptualized as “substantive representation” (Pitkin 1967)),
this focus may lead us to overlook situations in which policy does not respond to
certain issue preferences, but to more general preoccupations of citizens linked to
emotions. My main claim, which I develop theoretically and illustrate empirically,
comes down to the idea that citizens’ needs and demands are sometimes linkedmore
strongly to affective states than to actual policy preferences (see also Wenzelburger

1 This work has been funded by the European Union. Views and opinions expressed are however
those of the author(s) only and donot necessarily reflect those of the EuropeanUnion or Research and
Executive Agency (REA). Neither the European Union nor the granting authority can be held
responsible for them.
2 The classic study by Stimson et al. (1995) and others following their lead (Caughey &Warshaw 2017;
Erikson et al. 2002) have measured a more general “policy mood” in the US on a general liberalism-
conservatism scale which are related to a number of rather different issues (Stimson 2012).
3 Evidently, this does not mean that issue-policy linkages are the only way of thinking about rep-
resentation. In fact, going back to the influential piece by Pitkin (1967), they are only one out of four
types of representation, namely substantive representation (alongside descriptive, symbolic and
formalistic representation). Nevertheless, for empirical scholars interested in policies, substantive
representation has been one of the most vibrant fields of research in recent years (see
Rohrschneider & Thomassen 2020).

2 G. Wenzelburger



2025). Moreover, they can be responded to by different policies – as long as they can
be justified as adequate responses to the affective demands by politicians.

The empirical case on which this paper is based are protective policies, that is
policies framed as responding to threats, anxieties and insecurity (Albertson &
Gadarian 2015) – aspects which are often bundled up and addressed in speeches by
politicians. Zooming in on protective policies makes sense, because insecurity has
developed into a key characteristic of the current environment of politics (Inglehart
2018, Béland 2020, Starke et al 2024). Moreover, some scholars have argued that in
such an era of insecurity emotions are increasingly dominating current politics
(Flinders & Hinterleitner 2022, Bonansinga 2022). Hence, for the responsiveness in
the case of protective policies, the basic expectation that can be derived from the
theory is straightforward: Citizens that experience anxieties linked to insecurity are
likely to translate them into a demand for protection by the state –with the concrete
policy measures delivering such protection being open for debate (and framing) and
possibly reaching from tougher migration laws to measures providing social and
economic security. Hence, the basic question this article wants to address comes
down to asking to what extent negative affect corresponds with citizens’ demands for
protective policies, with protection coming in different policy disguises.

The reminder of this research note is structured as follows: In the next section,
starting from the idea of policy responsiveness as backbone of representation, I will
discuss how the idea of issue-specific responsiveness, which is at the heart ofmuch of
the current empirical research in this tradition, can be complemented by “issue-
unspecific” policy responsiveness. I will concretize this idea with “emotional needs”
as demands and hypothesize how “protective policies” may be a response to such
demands. Section 3 illustrates the relevance of my argument by giving some insights
in micro-level data about an emotion-policy link based on data from the European
Social Survey. The last section concludes and provides some points of discussion for
further research.

2 Policy Responsiveness, Issue Linkages and
Beyond

2.1 A Brief Recap on the Insights from the Policy
Responsiveness Literature

‘Democratic responsiveness’ is what occurs when the democratic process induces the govern-
ment to form and implement policies that the citizens want. When the process induces such
policies consistently, we consider democracy to be of higher quality. Indeed, responsiveness in
this sense is one of the justifications for democracy itself. (Powell 2004, 91)

Emotions, responsiveness and protective policies 3



Democracy as a linkage between preferences of the citizens and policies – as
summarized in the quote by Powell above – has been at the centre of an important
research agenda studying the quality of democracy. Empirically, responsiveness
has often been seen as the core of “substantive representation” (Pitkin 1967)
and studied as policy responsiveness, which occurs when a government “adopts
policies that are signalled as preferred by citizens” (Manin et al 1999, 9).4 To
empirically test this relationship between public opinion and policy adoption (for
an overview, see Burstein 2003, 2010; Wlezien & Soroka 2021), studies have ana-
lysed (1) “congruence”, that is whether ideologies or public preferences on certain
issues as measured in surveys overlap with policy outputs (Jones & Baumgartner
2004), as well as (2) “responsiveness” which occurs when politicians react
(respond) to opinion changes during the policymaking process by adjusting pol-
icies in the direction preferred by citizens (Beyer & Hänni 2018, Stimson et al 1995).
While studies on congruence often use aggregate measures of positions, such as
left-right-scales (Golder & Stramski 2010), an important body of work interested in
policy responsiveness emphasizes the need to differentiate between specific pol-
icies and issues when studying responsiveness through policy adoption (Rasmus-
sen et al 2019). Scholars in the tradition of the thermostatic model have, for
instance, looked into how changes in public opinion on certain policies (such as
foreign aid, education, welfare or defence) are reflected in changes in public
spending, and vice versa (Wlezien 1995, 2017, Soroka & Wlezien 2010). Similarly,
studies based on the analysis of party manifestos have looked for correlations
between public opinion, issue emphasis of parties in manifestos, and policy out-
puts – trying to model the entire democratic linkage from public opinion, political
parties and policies (Dalton et al 2011).5 And as part of the “Comparative Agendas
Project”, an international team of political scientists has developed and applied
issue-specific codes that enable them to link the content of legislative bills, par-
liamentary speeches and public opinion in order to see to what extent the public
agenda is linked to the political agenda (in parliament) and, eventually, policy
outputs (legislation) (Baumgartner et al 2019). The core of the data collection is the
detailed coding of issue-specific policy domains, which can then be used to match
the dynamics in the public and the political realm.

4 Besides this focus on policy adoption, additional pathways of responsiveness are thinkable.
Esaiasson and Wlezien, for instance, discuss “listening” and “explaining” as additional channels of
democratic responsiveness (Esaiasson & Wlezien 2017, 702). While listening means that politicians
need to be informed about citizen’s views andwilling to learn about their opinions, explaining entails
justifying policy actions and decisions. Given this paper’s focus on policy, we will focus on the
dominating strand that looks at policy adoption.
5 There is also an important literature on responsiveness of parties to voters. For an overview, see
(Ibenskas & Polk 2022).
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Finally, an important mostly US-based body of research has followed Stimson’s
work on public opinion in Stimson (1991), which argues that a promising way to
capture citizens’ preferences is to focus on the policy mood – a general concept that
can be related to different policy issues such as economic, cultural or crime-related
issues. Stimson describes policy mood as a “shared feelings that move over time and
circumstances” but links it to issues, arguing that “publics see every public issue
through general dispositions” (Stimson 1991, 20). Hence, scholars from this tradition
argue (and empirically find) some sort of “underlying preference for government
action” (Wlezien & Soroka 2021), which can be aggregated based on different policy
issues (Stimson 2012). Indeed, research finds clear indications of thermostatic
responsiveness based linking this policy mood to government activity (Caughey &
Warshaw 2017; Erikson et al. 2002; Stimson et al. 1995), although policy preferences
do not always move together over time (Wlezien 2004).

Admittedly, this line of research has also not remained unchallenged. Critics
have argued that most citizens are politically uninformed, do not care about what is
written about certain policy issues in party manifestos and have not much knowl-
edge about which policies have been decided (Jensen & Zohlnhöfer 2020). However,
empirical analyses indicate that new information about policy is used even by less
political sophisticated citizens to update their political views (Enns & Kellstedt 2008).
Moreover, political communication researchers have pointed out that taking policy
preferences as starting point of the chain of responsiveness is a heroic assumption, as
preferences themselves are malleable and have shown to be influenced by political
communication such as framing or priming (Druckman 2014). And similarly, theo-
retical work on representation has emphasized recursive processes that model the
circularity between preference formation and policies (and vice versa) (Mansbridge
2018, Disch, van de Sande & Urbinati 2020). To address this issue, more elaborated
perspectives such as the thermostatic model do indeed account for such endogeneity
and propose statistical analyses using time lags model policy responsiveness
(opinion-to-policy) and public responsiveness (policy-to-opinion) in an integrated
framework (Soroka & Wlezien 2010, Esaiasson & Wlezien 2017).

Hence, the upshot of this rich literature is that – holding other important in-
fluences on policy-making constant – (1) policy outputs mostly do follow changes in
public opinion and that (2) the extent of this responsiveness depends on context such
as political institutions or the salience of the issue at stake (Wlezien & Soroka 2012).6

In most of these studies, though, opinion-policy linkages are modelled as issue- or

6 A related question iswhether policy responsivenessmaybe unequal and dependon characteristics
of certain groups in society, such as income. While some scholars find evidence for such “unequal
representation” (Bartels 2008; Elsässer et al. 2021; Gilens 2005), others have questioned these results
(Enns 2022).
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(area-)specific, differentiating, for instance, between criminal justice, social welfare
or foreign policy (see for instance the key monographs by Soroka andWlezien (2010)
or Baumgartner and colleagues (Baumgartner & Jones 1993, Baumgartner et al 2019)),
or by a more general aggregation of different issues into a more general indicator of
“policy mood” (Stimson et al. 1995).

2.2 Beyond Policy Areas and Issue Linkages

As we have seen, although differences in degree can be observed when it comes to
how empirical studies analyse policy responsiveness – e.g. whether they use some
aggregation of issues in policy areas (“foreign domains”, “domestic domains”),
analyse linkages between explicit and precise issues and policy outputs (“higher
taxes”) or aggregate issue preferences up into an indicator of “policy mood” – the
empirical backbone of most of the studies remains the general idea of more or less
specific issue-related linkages between preferences or opinions on the one and
public policies on the other hand. While policy preferences clearly are an important
part of democratic representation, some scholars have argued that wemay overlook
parts of the story when we generally take preferences as starting point. Protective
policies are a case in point. In fact, we know from political psychology that while
feelings of insecurity produce psychological processes resulting in an increased
demand for protection by the state, it very much depends on framing which policies
are actually considered as fulfilling this need of protection (Albertson & Gadarian
2015). A good example for such a cross-cutting relationship is for instance the finding
that governments use welfare chauvinist social policies to respond mainly to issues
of cultural insecurity (i.e. threats to the traditional way of life) and only secondarily
to economic and social insecurity (van derWaal et al. 2010). Hence, responsiveness in
this case seems to be less preference-related than one going back to subjective
feelings that citizens seek to be taken care of by politics.

Theoretically, Albertson and Gadarian argue that the proposed mechanism
behind insecurity and threats on the one and the demand for protection on the other
hand is linked to emotions, and mainly anxiety (Albertson & Gadarian 2015, 19–26).
This general expectation can be traced back to psychological mechanisms from
terror management theory (Pyszczynski et al 2015) and insights from research on
political conservatism (Jost et al. 2007). And indeed, using experimental evidence on
cases such as a (smallpox) epidemic, terrorist attacks, climate change and migration,
the study finds evidence that protective policies are indeed supported when peo-
ple are anxious and fearful – depending on whether a threat is “out there”
(i.e. unframed) or framed by political actors. Similarly, researchers working on fear
of crime have not only shown that fear is correlated with more punitive attitudes

6 G. Wenzelburger



(Singer et al. 2019), but also that people living in generous welfare states are less
fearful of crime, probably because the “higher the capacity of the welfare state to
cushion social and economic risks, the less existential insecurity should be left to be
projected onto crime” (Hummelsheim et al. 2011, 331). Hence, social as well as penal
policies seem to be correlatedwith fear of crime – a findingwhich is also reflected by
the association between economic vulnerability and fear of crime (Vieno et al 2013).
Hence, if such affective states generate demand for (protective) policies, research on
responsiveness may be missing parts of the story by mainly considering preferences
as the starting point.7

Summarizing these insights from the literature, it seems therefore straightfor-
ward that studies of responsivenesswould also benefit from reaching beyond linking
preferences and policies and include feelings, emotions and affect8 – especially in
cases linked to protection when emotional responsiveness through policy measures
in different domains can be expected (see Figure 1). More concretely, I therefore
expect that emotions of individuals will be systematically related to policies, in the
sense that negative affective states and anxiety will go hand in handwith a demand for
more protection (H1). In addition, reflecting the possibility of issue-unspecific
responsiveness, I expect that negative affective states and anxiety will lead to an
increased demand for protection by the state across different policy domains (H2).9

Evidently, this does not mean that preferences are irrelevant – they clearly are. I
simply argue that responsiveness research needs to be open to the fact that, some-
times, policies are adopted to respond to emotions of citizens, such as anxiety, which
in turn can be the result of rather different policy preferences. Interestingly, this idea
of subjective feelings, affect and emotions as key ingredients of responsiveness is not
too far away from the idea of policymood in Stimson’s 1991 book on public opinion in
America, where he describes it as connoting “shared feelings that move over time
and circumstance” (Stimson 1991, 20). However, whereas Stimson – and many other
researchers following his work – have looked at preferences as basic entity of

7 The relationship between policies and affective states may work through different channels with
elections being the natural candidate. Indeed, research has shown that emotions do enter the elec-
toral calculus, for instance through sympathy for certain candidates (Geise et al. 2024; Jäckle et al.
2019) but also via emotional policy entrepreneurs who strategically use emotions to show “respon-
siveness” to consitutents (Maor 2024).
8 While there are important differences between feelings, emotions and affect (see for instance
Hoggett & Thompson 2012, 2–3), I lump these concepts together here, as I aim at proposing a general
argument that should work for all three.
9 It would indeed be very interesting to tap into the intensity of these emotions – unfortunately, no
measures are readily available thatwould allowus to analysewhether the different intensitymatters
for demands for protection. Theoretically, evidence from political communication research suggests
that intensity matters (e.g., Asker & Dinas 2019).
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responsiveness (be it issue-specific or generalized), I argue that it may actually be
worthwhile to look at emotions and affect directly and unrelated to policy
preferences.

3 Affective States and Demand for Protective
Policies: An Illustration using Micro-level Data
from European Countries

While some empirical examples have already been given in the conceptual discussion
above, this section of the article tries to probe whether individuals’ emotional states
may be interrelatedwith favouring certain policies– as hypothesized above. Arguably,
the core idea of our types of responsiveness always involves a linkage between the
micro- and the macro-level – and we would therefore need to study whether gov-
ernments on the macro-level respond to citizen’s affective states – with certain pro-
tective policies or, at least, discourse and symbolic action. However, testing these
relationships would necessitate data on the aggregate level on protective policies and
related public communication, which is not available (the most sophisticated data
comes from the Comparative Agenda Project (Baumgartner et al. 2019), which does not
include all countries selected here and has no specific code on protective policies).
Hence, the following empirical section cannot provide a straightforward test of the
model illustrated in Figure 1, but instead stops one step earlier – at the stage of policy
demands for certain protective policies (as formulated in H1 and H2). While this is,
admittedly, an imperfect solution, I would still argue that an analysis on the micro-
level already can give an indication towhat extent the proposed relationships between
emotions andpoliciesmay actually hold. Iwill develop some ideas about a how to study
the actual dynamics laid out in Figure 1 in the concluding section.

Figure 1: Summarizing the theoretical argument.
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3.1 Data and Methods

I explore these relationships using wave 3 andwave 6 of the European Social Survey.
I chose these survey waves, because they both include a short version of the widely
used PANAS affect-scale, which measures positive and negative affect by asking
respondents how they felt during the last weeks (see below for an overview of the
data). In order to test the hypotheses above, I chose negative affective states, and
anxiety in particular, as key independent variables inmy analyses. For the aggregate
affective state variable, I follow the re-analysis of the ESS-scales by Sortheix and
Weber (2023). They find that five out of six standard negative affect items load on the
same dimension and exclude “you felt that everything you did was an effort” from
the final measurement model (Sortheix &Weber 2023, 5). The negative affect scale is
therefore made up of five indicators. I use the mean of the respective variables,
which is the usual procedure in research using these affect scales (Breyer & Bluemke
2016). In addition, I use the variable of “felt anxiety” as an alternative second inde-
pendent variable, as it taps in specifically on the emotion which is theoretically most
relevant to the demand for protection (see the discussion above). As dependent
variables, I explore two different policies that related to protection. The first policy is
related to economic insecurities and social welfare, namely policies aiming at
redistribution of income. In contrast, the second policy is linked much more to
cultural insecurities and related anxieties and proposes a harsher stance toward
migration. Here, I use two different measures of those dimensions of protection.10

Table 1 summarizes the variables and respective measurements.
To analyse the data, I present descriptive statistics and results of regression

analyses. The regressions also include a number of confounders, namely socio-
demographics and variables related to economic status (see Table 1). Although the
dependent variables are, strictly speaking, ordinally scaled (4 point or 10 point likert
scales), I present results from OLS regressions for ease of interpretation. Estimations
from ordinal logit models do not deviate substantially from the OLS results. As I am
mainly interested in the associations on the individual level independently from
cross-country variance or differences over time, I estimate a two-way fixed effects
model that soaks up all variance between countries and waves. I estimate robust
standard errors.

10 While the items related to the economy are directly related to policies, as they ask for government
action, the items onmigration aremore general. However, it seems reasonable that persons who feel
that a country’s culture is undermined by immigration would also demand harsher migration
policies.
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3.2 Empirical Results

To get a sense of the data and the Figure 2 presents the three dependent variables
linked to protective policies as country-wise arithmetic means for both rounds of the
ESS analysed here (ESS round 3 and 6). While it shows considerable cross-country
variance in all three cases, the graph also indicates that the differences between
nation-states seem to be a bit more pronounced for attitudes toward migration, that
is policies that can be interpreted as protecting from cultural insecurity. Although the

Table : Variables and data.

Variable Measurement and source

Independent variables
(negative affect measures)

Negative affect
(mean)

Mean of five indicators:
Please tell me howmuch of the time during the past
week
… you felt depressed (item 1)
… you felt sad (item 2)
… you could not get going (item 3)
… you felt anxious (item 4).
Scale:  [(almost)none of the time] to  [(almost) all of
the time])

Anxiety Please tell me howmuch of the time during the past
week … you felt anxious (item ).
Scale:  [(almost)none of the time] to  [(almost) all of
the time])

Dependent variables (policy
items)

Redistribution of
income

Government should reduce income levels
Scale:  [agree strongly] to  [disagree strongly]

Migration and living
in country

Is country made a worse or a better place to live by
people coming to live where from other countries?
Scale:  [worse] to  [better]

Migration and
culture

Would you say that [country]’s cultural life is
generally undermined or enriched by people com-
ing to live here from other countries?
Scale:  [bad] to  [good]

Controls Education Years of full time education completed
Gender Binary gender category

Scale:  [male],  [ female]
Age Age in years
Income Feeling about household’s income

Scale:  [living comfortably on present income] to 
[living very difficult on present income]

Left right position Self-placement on left-right scale
Scale:  [left] to  [right]

Some of the original items of the dependent variables have been rescaled. Scales in italic.
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aggregated means do not show the variance on the individual level within countries
that we aremost interested in, the graph nevertheless already indicates that citizens’
demands of protection by the state do vary considerably in Europe.

Moving on to bivariate associations on the individual level, Table 2 displays
simple bivariate correlations between our dependent variables, that is how strongly
respondents in the respective countries demand protection from the state in the case
of economic insecurity and cultural insecurity on the one hand, and the emotional
states that the respective persons feel when asked in the survey. Although correla-
tion coefficients are not overwhelming in size, the pattern of association is clear-cut:
Negative affect in general and anxiety in particular are positively correlated with
demands for protection on both policies analysed here, namely policies directed at

Figure 2: Attitudes toward protective policies in 30 European countries.

Table : Bivariate correlations negative affect and policy items.

Negative affect Anxiety

Policies to reduce income differences . .
Cultural life undermined by immigrants . .
Immigrants make country worse place to live . .

All correlations are significant at p < ..
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economic insecurity and cultural insecurity. This is at least a first indication that
emotional states are linked to a general demand for protection, independent of the
actual policy domain.

Importantly, the regression analysis confirms the results of the bivariate
correlational pattern. The models presented in Table 3 are structured by dependent
variable and consist of threemodels per dependent variable, which include, first, the
negative affect scale and, second, the specific item that taps into feelings of anxiety.
From the table transpires that even when controlling for confounders that may be
related to both the dependent variable and the independent variables, such as the
left-right position, income, age, education level and gender, I still find a pattern that
points to an association between negative affect on the one and individual demands
for protective policies on the other hand. The signs of the coefficients are similar to
what I found in bivariate correlation, indicating that people in a negative affective
state and those feeling more anxious are in favour of more protection (more redis-
tribution, less migration). However, it is important to note that the associations are
more significant and robust in the case of protection of cultural insecurity than for
policies aimed at protection of economic insecurity. Hence, anxious people seem to

Table : Results from regression analysis.

Policies to reduce
income

differences

Cultural life
undermined by
immigrants

Immigrants
country worse
place to live

() () () () () ()

Negative affect scale . .** .**

(.) (.) (.)
Feelings of anxiety .+ .** .**

(.) (.) (.)
Age .** .** .** .** .** .**

(.) (.) (.) (.) (.) (.)
Life v difficult on present income .** .** .** .** .** .**

(.) (.) (.) (.) (.) (.)
Education −.** −.** −.** −.** −.** −.**

(−.) (−.) (−.) (−.) (−.) (−.)
Gender .** .** −.** −.** −.** −.**

(.) (.) (−.) (−.) (−.) (−.)
Left-right scale −.** −.** .** .** .** .**

(−.) (−.) (.) (.) (.) (.)
Constant .** .** .** .** .** .**

(.) (.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

N , , , , , ,
R . . . . . .

Estimation with robust standard errors. All models include country and period (wave) fixed effects. t statistics in
parentheses: +p < ., *p < ., **p < ..
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be slightly more inclined to ask for protection of a country’s culture and their way of
life than for reducing income differences. Still, for anxiety, the coefficient meets the
lowest threshold of significance even for economic insecurity (Model 2 in Table 3).

Turning to the control variables it is also important to note that especially high
economic insecurity and low education (as well as high age) are significantly (and
highly) correlated to both protective policies (i.e. all three dependent variables) – a
pattern in line with research on welfare chauvinism (Careja & Harris 2022). In
contrast, gender and attitudes on the general left-right scale differ between protec-
tive policies related to economic and cultural insecurity. This finding calls for more
research into the relevance of economic hardship on anxieties that may feed into
demand for protection – relationships that are difficult to uncover with the limited
cross-sectional data at hand.

In sum, these results indicate that emotions and affect seem to be associated on
the individual level, with people experiencing negative emotions being more in-
clined to support policies that provide more protection. Hence, the first hypothesis
formulated above is supported by the data. Moreover, with regard to our second
hypothesis, the regression estimations also point to the fact that feelings of anxiety
push people to demand protection in quite different policy domains – such as eco-
nomic policies and migration policies (confirming H2). While it is true that these
results do not provide direct evidence for the idea of emotional responsiveness in the
sense that politicians respond to affective states with different policies (or dis-
courses), the regression estimates can be read at least as a first indication suggesting
that different protective policies may indeed respond to one and the same affective
states. This points – on a conceptual level – to the possibility that responsiveness does
not only relate to policy preferences, but to affective states and emotions.

4 Conclusions

In this article, I have argued that most existing empirical research on substantive
representation and policy responsiveness has focussed on the linkage between cit-
izen’s policy preferences and policy outputs when conceptualizing responsiveness.
This assumes that politicians answer to citizens’ demands for more or less policies in
a certain area (e.g. welfare, foreign aid) or some aggregated policy mood related to
the demand for government action with the respective policy outputs. While I
concede that this perspective has resulted in a very fruitful research strand mostly
confirming that policy responsiveness does exist, I have argued theoretically that in
some cases, such linkages between preferences and policies may actually not be the
only way to think about representation and responsiveness. Taking the case of
protective policies as an example, policies that are framed by politicians as
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responding to rising insecurities and, relatedly, to anxiety and threats felt by citizens,
this paper has argued that studying responsiveness to emotions and affective states
of citizens can be a fruitful perspective to be studied by future research. More
concretely: If people feel anxious, they demand protection by the state – and by
which policy measures this protection is delivered may actually be open to debate
(and strategic framing).11 Opening up our idea of responsiveness from thinking in
policies and preferences to include emotions as starting points of responsiveness,
allows us to include emotional aspects and affect more plainly into thinking about
representation (Wenzelburger 2025).12

Empirically, this article has provided a first indication that the conceptual ar-
guments have some face validity. Using data from the ESS, I have shown that a
negative affective state and feelings of anxiety are indeed related with demands for
more protection by the state – together with important socio-economic correlates
such as economic hardship or low education. Importantly, this demand expands to
different protective policies – economic redistribution and protection of culture
against immigrants in this case. People that are more anxious prefer more redis-
tribution and they also want their culture to be protected. While this is no direct test
of the linkage between emotions and policies – as I only analyse demand for pro-
tection on the individual level –, the results nevertheless indicate that if such de-
mands are sensed by politicians, emotional responsiveness may result.

Clearly, the empirical analysis is not more than a first illustration of possible
interrelationships between emotions and policies and it clearly shows thatmore data
is badly needed if we want to systematically study the three additional types of
responsiveness. To do so, we would need comparable measures of emotions of citi-
zens, reaching beyond the affect scales used in this paper. Advances in political
psychology indicate that scales of discrete emotions may be a promising route for-
ward, as they can also be linked to both general models such as the affective intel-
ligence theory (Marcus 2002) and the policy process (Pierce 2021). Moreover, on the
policy side, we need measurements of political communication that enables us to
study towhat extent politicians respond emotionally through rhetoric and/or visuals.
Recent advances in automated text analysis seem to indicate that generating com-
parable data on a large scale may be within reach in the next years or so. Only such
efforts would enable us to study symbolic and emotional responsiveness empirically,
as proposed in the conceptual part of this contribution. Finally, a big leap forward

11 And sometimes, governments may refrain from implementing actual policy measures to respond
to emotions, but simply react by public communication or symbolic action.
12 In a working paper, Schumacher (2024) also emphasizes the need to include affect in the study of
representation and responsiveness. However, his view of “affective representation” is complemen-
tary to this study as it is mainly concerned with what kind of emotional message voters want to
receive from politicians.
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would also be to be able to measure emotional intensity and emotional acceleration
(Dietrich et al. 2019, Asker & Dinas 2019) as they may be used strategically by
emotional policy entrepreneurs to stir up emotions in the public in the first place
(Maor 2024).

This brings us back to an important question (and challenge) for future
research – namely, the endogeneity of emotions.While it is true that themainstream
research on policy responsiveness has already been criticized for taking policy
preferences as exogenous starting point (Druckman 2014) – a critique that has been
solved by the thermostatic model which explicitly models feedback processes –, the
issue of endogeneity will even be more critical for analysing emotional respon-
siveness. Indeed, studying emotional responsiveness needs to be particularly open to
feedback and reverse directions of responsiveness, namely that emotions as well as
preferences may be an outcome of policies and/or political communication. Policy
researchers have shownnumerous times that framing and rhetoric are an important
strategy during problem definition and agenda setting – including emotions (Kuhl-
mann & Blum 2021; Maor 2016, 2024). Hence, while adding an emotional layer to the
traditional model of responsiveness may help us better understand the in-
terrelationships between citizens and politics, it does not release us from taking the
recursive side of responsiveness into account.

Research funding: This work was supported by European Commission, Horizon
Europe under grant Project 101132433.
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