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Abstract: Scholars of distributive politics often underscore the role of local clientelism and
partisan bias. I show, however, that high-level politicians in “patronage democracies” provide
considerable assistance directly to individual citizens seeking state resources; frequently, they do
not premise their aid on petitioners’ political support. I argue that the partisan nature of local
allocation contributes, perhaps surprisingly, to the prevalence of such unbiased constituency
service. Using novel data from India—including qualitative shadowing of politicians, nested
surveys of citizens and politicians, and a nationwide audit experiment with legislators—I show
that individuals who are denied local access to benefits, often due to partisan ties, are more likely
to make upward appeals for assistance. State and national legislators, however, often do not
necessarily condition their responsiveness on indicators of citizens’ electoral behaviors. These
findings highlight a more representative form of democracy than is typically thought to exist in
such settings.

1

At ten-thirty on a recent morning in the Indian state of Uttar Pradesh, a state legislator, Ashok
Rajan, has already been meeting with constituents at his home for over an hour.1 A man arrives
to tell the politician that he cannot afford his daughter’s planned wedding, and Rajan pledges to
help with the application for a state program that assists with marriage costs. Three men then
report difficulties with water access in their village and request a hand pump. The legislator calls
a contractor who has been installing state-funded pumps in the district and instructs him to
follow-up on the request. Shortly thereafter, a woman approaches to complain that her widow
pension has not come through; Rajan assures her that he will look into it and get the payment
reinstated by the next month.
Such direct interactions between a legislator and individual citizens appear to echo
accounts of constituency service in western democracies—in which politicians provide critical
information to their constituents and exercise formal and informal power over bureaucrats to
facilitate the provision of services.2 Scholars emphasize the relatively universal character of
constituency service: by definition, it is provided largely without attention to the partisanship or
history of political support of the individual or group making a request.3 Research in developedcountry contexts underscores the critical role of such assistance in the representation of citizens,
the delivery of public benefits, and the electoral strategies of legislators.
From the perspective of received wisdom, however, constituency service should be
unlikely in settings such as India. Research on clientelism in “patronage democracies”—where
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the distribution of public resources is extensive, but highly discretionary—focuses centrally on
partisan targeting that is in some way contingent on electoral behavior.4 Often, politicians are
said to delegate distribution to local brokers, who have the monitoring capacity necessary to
premise assistance on citizens’ political affiliations and behaviors.5 From this perspective, it
appears surprising that state or national legislators with large constituencies would be personally
responsive to the petitions of individual citizens. And even if they respond to direct appeals,
these politicians are presumed to prioritize the needs of their co-partisans and target resources to
their political supporters. Perhaps for this reason, research on such non-partisan assistance—that
is, constituency service—has focused nearly exclusively on western democracies.6
Yet, there are strong theoretical reasons to believe that constituency service may be
highly prevalent in such clientelist states. First, due to the inefficient nature of service delivery,
citizens in these contexts have an especially profound need for assistance. Second, however, help
from local actors is likely to be supplied in a highly partisan way; as existing research
demonstrates, it may involve clientelist quid pro quos, in which brokers funnel aid to political
supporters. Yet, citizens excluded from these patronage networks may be unable to obtain
assistance locally; and they may therefore be prone to appeal to state and national legislators,
who often hold important sources of power that enable them to provide aid. Finally, these highlevel politicians—defined as representatives whose constituencies are sufficiently large that they
cannot plausibly know most of their constituents personally and often cannot reliably verify the
electoral behaviors of petitioners—will tend of necessity to offer assistance to individual
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petitioners in a non-contingent, non-partisan way. Their incentives to do can be heightened
precisely by the discretion and inefficiency that characterizes patronage democracies:
constituents who are excluded from local partisan networks and therefore denied services may be
especially prone to reward a politician’s assistance with electoral support.7
In fact, I show empirically that constituency service is prevalent in just those settings
where the received literature would find it unlikely. Using unique survey evidence from citizens
and politicians in India, I find, in line with previous evidence, that those individuals who report
sharing the partisanship of powerful local politicians are more likely to receive benefits
controlled by local bodies. But I then show that individuals who do not share the partisanship of
these proximate politicians are the most likely to expect appeals upward to high-level officials. I
also establish, using reports from politicians, that citizens thereby seek to obtain benefits that can
also be allocated locally. Thus, individuals blocked from assistance on partisan terms appeal to
high-level politicians for the same goods they failed to receive via local intermediaries. The
demand for assistance from high-level politicians emerges precisely from the uneven nature of
intermediation and partisan targeting at the local level.
For their part, elected officials in India and other patronage democracies expend
substantial time and effort addressing the petitions of individual constituents. As I demonstrate
with evidence from qualitative shadowing of politicians and large-scale surveys of Indian
politicians, providing direct assistance to citizens is a predominant activity of state and national
legislators in such contexts. Strikingly, they also respond to petitions for assistance in a
remarkably non-partisan and non-contingent manner. Drawing on my nationwide audit
experiment with a near-census of Indian state and national legislators, I show that indicators of
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petitioners’ partisanship and past electoral behavior do not demonstrably affect politicians’
responsiveness. Together, my findings highlight that inefficiencies in service delivery and
partisan targeting by local intermediaries, perhaps counterintuitively, can help to generate
constituency service.
By theorizing the sources of constituency service and demonstrating its prevalence in
patronage democracies, this paper makes several contributions. Constituency service is not a
widespread theme in the study of distributive politics. Yet, this is not because it does not exist or
does not constitute a significant form of distribution. Many existing theories of clientelism and
partisan bias have overlooked the ways in which the very dynamics they describe—the use of
electoral and partisan criteria to target voters for receipt of government resources—can generate
a demand for alternative sources of assistance, and can also prompt the supply of aid by higherlevel politicians. To be sure, as I discuss in the conclusion, constituency service complements
such better-studied forms of distributive politics; yet my findings open new avenues in the study
of politicians’ distributional repertoires—which include partisan bias, yet are richer in content
than we have supposed. My argument also has implications for our understanding of democratic
representation in patronage democracies. While existing work has focused on the “perverse
accountability” engendered by clientelism, politicians who supply constituency service appear
more responsive to their constituents than we have previously believed.8 Nonetheless, the
democratic accountability that this responsiveness implies remains limited on several
dimensions, in particular because it depends on the continued inefficiency of the state and the
discretionary nature of allocation. I return to these themes, and to the broader relevance of
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constituency service, after developing a theory of its demand and supply and offering evidence
for its prevalence in India, a paradigmatic patronage democracy.

Distributive Politics and Intermediaries in Clientelist Settings
What is the character of distributive politics in settings such as India? Patronage states, in which
the government is a primary source of resources but delivery is often inefficient and
discretionary, plausibly account for more than half of the world’s democracies.9 In such contexts,
individuals face difficult conditions for acquiring services such as identity documents, access to
public utilities, or welfare benefits. In related work, I show that for nearly half of a set of 39
countries that can be considered patronage democracies, fewer than 90% of citizens have access
to basic forms of electricity, sanitation, and water, while in many of these countries access rates
are as low as 40-50%.10 Though some recent improvements to the infrastructure of service
delivery have led to higher service levels in parts of India and elsewhere, for many citizens the
process of accessing basic and necessary benefits remains mired in difficulties.11 Acquiring
services can require visits to multiple government offices, long lines for assistance, and frequent
demands for bribes.12
Such difficulties in access often encourage citizens to engage intermediaries for
assistance. Across patronage democracies, on average 68% of citizens report that personal
contacts are important for getting things done in the public sector.13 Studies of politics in
contexts such as India focus substantially on the relevance of local political actors in
9
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distribution.14 Substantial research on clientelism suggests that local brokers make quid pro quo
payoffs, exchanging access to benefits for electoral support.15 Recent work extends the typical
emphasis in this literature on election-oriented payoffs to instead highlight the role for
intermediaries in facilitating access to run-of-the-mill state benefits outside the time period of
elections.16 This shift importantly highlights the daily role for local intermediaries in facilitating
citizens’ access to the state, frequently along partisan lines.
Evidence that co-partisans of local actors are more likely to receive benefits does not,
however, indicate that individuals have little choice over intermediaries. Indeed, the advantages
in terms of receipt of state benefits for co-partisans of local politicians, highlighted in existing
work, might plausibly be larger if those citizens did not have exit options from partisan brokers.
Recent work on intermediation in urban India highlights the degree to which individuals do make
choices over intermediaries within their local community. Importantly, these choices are
determined not only by partisanship, but also by citizens’ perceptions of an intermediary’s
capacity viably to provide access to the desired goods or services.17
In line with this work, I posit that individual citizens may have access to multiple
possible intermediaries, and that they have the liberty to make discerning choices over possible
pathways to the state.18 Yet, in contrast with existing theories, which largely consider only
various local-level actors, I suggest that citizens’ choices may also be multi-level in nature, and
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this wider range of potential intermediaries is key to understanding the character of constituency
service across many democratic contexts.
Specifically, I argue that high-level politicians with large constituencies, such as state or
national legislators, can also become important targets for appeals. Individuals will petition those
politicians when they have difficulty accessing benefits locally and they perceive higher-ranking
representatives to have the power and willingness to adjudicate their requests successfully.19 As
shown in existing work, individuals do have difficulty accessing the state—and the degree of
difficulty may often be correlated with, and possibly caused by, the character of their partisan
ties. Individuals who are left out of local patronage networks have an incentive to find alternative
sources of assistance for accessing their desired benefits and services.
In this setting, high-level politicians can emerge as potential points of assistance. Where
these representatives have effectively allocated to themselves control over significant
resources—sometimes through policy design—they may be perceived to exert considerable
influence over distribution.20 Politicians may also have either formal or informal control over the
behavior of bureaucrats—for example, via power over promotions or transfers—which can give
them considerable scope to influence individual citizens’ access to services.21 If this is the case,
then citizens may see these actors as attractive targets for appeals.
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Yet, what are the incentives of high-level politicians to provide such assistance? Scholars
of distributive politics in developing countries have not typically seen providing direct aid to
individual constituents as an important distributional tool or electoral resource for state or
national legislators. Significant research suggests that such politicians target state goods and
services tactically for electoral advantage. They may direct group-oriented goods to particular
geographic areas, responding to the interests—and electoral support—of specific factions within
their constituencies.22 Alternately, according to many existing accounts, politicians may allocate
resources to individuals indirectly, delegating the clientelist targeting of state services to locallevel intermediaries.23 Nonetheless, older work on the activities of state and national legislators
across a range of countries shows that assisting individual citizens is a key aspect of these actors’
daily activities.24 Similarly, some more recent analyses highlight the key role that direct
assistance to citizens plays in the overall repertoire of elected legislators—as I document using
new data later in this article.25
I argue that high-level politicians engage in direct, non-contingent assistance to
individual citizens in accessing the state and that they do so given the nature of electoral politics
and a lack of partisan observability. As in many developed countries, constituency service allows
politicians to improve their personal reputations and foster a personal vote, or a base of voters
who support a politician on the basis of that candidate’s individual character and acts, rather than
22
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an association with a particular political party.26 The potential to build this personal vote may
also be more feasible in patronage democracies than it initially seems. The provision of aid to
citizens who are often substantially in need of benefits from the state, but have difficulty
accessing them, may actually offer higher levels of appreciation among those who receive help
than in other contexts. In addition, the response of a high-level politician to an individual’s
request—whether helpful or unhelpful—is likely to merit discussion in that individual’s network.
As a result, a politician may anticipate important spillover effects from helping even one person.
In addition, high-level politicians are unlikely to make their assistance contingent on a
given individual’s partisanship, because there is a lack of observability into citizens’ partisan
preferences and, most importantly, their political behavior. These officials have very limited
information on the partisan behavior of those individuals who approach them for assistance, for
two primary reasons. First, “high-level” politicians are explicitly defined here as those elected
officers who have constituencies sufficiently large so as to make it unlikely for them to know
personally all of their constituents. This makes it more difficult for them to infer preferences on
the basis of prior personal interactions.
Second, the chance of citizens approaching a high-level politician with an intermediary
who can verify their partisanship—or monitor their electoral behaviors—is relatively low. While
some individuals do approach these representatives with the assistance of a personal
introduction, the character of local political dynamics makes this less common than might
otherwise be assumed. This is because, as previously discussed, individuals who are co-partisans
of local actors are more likely to be assisted at the local level, and so will not need to extend their
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requests to a higher-level actor. It is instead those individuals who do not have access to a local
intermediary who are the most likely to direct their request upward.27
Thus, high-level politicians frequently have both the power and willingness to help a
broad range of individuals who need assistance navigating the state. Simultaneously, they are
sufficiently removed from the local level so as to stand outside village networks, and thus have
limited ability to detect or enforce particular political behaviors on the part of petitioners, making
them especially attractive to individuals who may have been blocked locally on partisan or other
political grounds.
In sum, this theoretical discussion suggests that we should more generally observe three
key empirical outcomes in patronage democracies such as India’s. First, local partisan blocking
should result in high-level politicians receiving substantial requests for assistance, including for
goods and services typically allocated at the local level. Second, this latter outcome is driven
particularly by the requests of individuals who do not share the partisanship of their local
politicians, and so make requests upward even for those goods formally distributed locally. Thus,
local blocking generates “shopping” for alternative sources of assistance, in particular, from
higher-level politicians.
Finally, and perhaps surprisingly, the response of high-level politicians to individual
petitions should generally not reflect attention to partisan cues. Even if individuals indicate a
partisan preference, high-level politicians’ inability to verify these claims and subsequently
monitor behavior should reduce their inclination to condition their responsiveness on any
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available information on partisanship. These politicians, then, should generally offer noncontingent assistance—that is, constituency service—to individual voters.

The Local Sources of Demand for High-Level Assistance
I test these claims using new and unique data on citizen and politician behavior in India. These
data combine surveys of citizens and politicians in three large Indian states—Bihar, Jharkhand,
and Uttar Pradesh; qualitative data from interviews and close-range shadowing of legislators; and
a nationwide field experiment involving state and national-level politicians.
For the surveys, I chose three states in India’s Hindi-speaking belt, with a population
approximately equivalent to that of the United States, because they represent the least developed
region of India, where government inefficiencies and corruption are rife and clientelism of
various forms is documented in public services. They thus may represent a “least likely” case for
the novel form of political responsiveness that I document.28 I randomly sampled politician
respondents through a nested selection process. At the state and national levels, I attempted to
survey all legislators, resulting in a sample of 532 high-level legislators from a population of
862. I also randomly sampled local political units from rural India’s three-tier system of
governance—district, block, and village councils (in descending size). Thus, in each state I
selected districts; within those districts, blocks; and within those blocks, village council
constituencies. The data are therefore nested geographically, allowing for analysis across linked
jurisdictions. At the district and block levels, the president of the elected council and one council
member were sampled. Village council respondents include the council president and two

28

Chandra 2004.
12

council members.29 This resulted in a sample of 2,025 lower-level politicians, for a total
politician sample of 2,557.
To select citizen respondents, two villages were randomly chosen within each villagelevel council’s domain. Within these villages, eight citizens were randomly selected on the basis
of three criteria.30 This resulted in a stratified random sample of 9,296 respondents. Summaries
of the samples and respondent demographic statistics are provided in Tables A1 and A2.31

The Demand for Assistance
How, then, do political affiliations influence the delivery of benefits at the local level—
and do they shape citizens’ upward demands for intermediation? Consistent with expectations
from the literature on clientelism, my data suggest that partisan affiliations play a considerable
role in resource distribution by local brokers. Following recent work on intermediation in India, I
operationalize brokers as presidents (mukhiya/sarpanch/pradhan) of local village councils (gram
panchayat).32 I asked citizen respondents about their own partisanship and their perception of
their president’s partisanship. In a separate section of the questionnaire, I asked a set of questions
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about citizens’ receipt of benefits from the government, including from the local council and via
specific government schemes.33
I present in Table 1 results of difference-in-means tests evaluating the relationship
between shared partisanship—defined as a respondent reporting that they are a “member” of a
specific political party—with the local council president and receipt of any benefit from the
government, receipt of benefits directly from the local council, and participation in a government
jobs program.34 As the results suggest, being a member of the village council president’s party is,
under most conditions, strongly associated with increased chances that a person will receive
public benefits, relative to all other respondents. The relationship between co-partisanship and
benefit receipt can be quite substantial. For example, sharing the partisanship of the village
council president is associated with an increase of 4 percentage points in the likelihood that a
citizen receives benefits from the local council, a 36% increase over the 11% baseline among
non-co-partisans. The same is the case for the receipt of work from a rural employment program,
MGNREGA. Here, sharing the local president’s party is associated with a 33% increase in the
likelihood of receiving work, an increase of 5 percentage points over the 15% baseline for nonco-partisans. Thus, while the relative size of the effect may be small when considering all
benefits, individuals seeking locally-delivered programs are substantially more likely to access
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those programs if they are co-partisans of their local elected officials.35 To be sure, the results
presented in Table 1 do not on their own prove the causal effects of partisan ties; with this
evidence, for example, it is difficult to determine whether partisan ties are determining access to
benefits, or sometimes vice versa. Yet, the evidence does strongly suggest—consistent with my
argument and with findings in previous work—that benefit distribution in this context is
occurring, at least partially, on partisan lines. Together with other qualitative evidence I present
elsewhere, these results suggest that local patronage networks help to shape who does, and who
does not, receive state resources.36

Table 1 – Benefit Receipt is Tied to Co-Partisanship with Local Council President
Party ID of Local
Not Party ID of
Estimated Effect
N
Politician
Local Politician
(Difference of
Means)
Received Any
.79
.76
.03+
9,278
Benefit
(.02)
(.02)
(.02)
Received
.11
.07
.04***
9,280
Benefit from
(.01)
(.00)
(.01)
Local Council
Accessed a
.20
.15
.05***
9,296
Work
(.02)
(.00)
(.02)
Program
(MGNREGA)
Cells report means or differences of means, with standard errors in parentheses. Respondents are
all individuals in Bihar, Jharkhand, and Uttar Pradesh who responded to questions about benefit
receipt. Party ID of Local Politician includes those who reported being members of a political
party that matched the party they associated with the local council president.
Perhaps more novel and more important for my argument is the claim that the partisan
dynamics of access to benefits at the local level, highlighted both in the previous literature and in
Table 1, should generate a demand for assistance from high-level politicians, especially from
35
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those individuals who do not share the partisanship of their local politician. I test this expectation
using data from surveys of both citizens and their elected representatives. In all cases, I
operationalize high-level politicians in India as elected members of the national and state
assemblies (Members of Parliament, or MPs, and Members of the Legislative Assemblies, or
MLAs, respectively). In line with my definition of high-level politicians—those who are likely to
know only a small proportion of their constituents personally—these are actors who typically
have constituencies of at least 300,000 people.
In the citizen survey, respondents were presented with a vignette involving a description
of an individual who requires assistance with a public service.37 The respondent was then asked
which of a set of people and organizations the hypothetical individual might ask for assistance.
Response options were chosen based on those utilized in previous research and the goal of
inclusivity; they included politicians and bureaucrats at multiple levels of government,
individual, non-state intermediaries (e.g. middlemen), and non-state organizations (e.g.
neighborhood associations).38 The respondent was asked about whether the individual would
appeal to each actor type, so multiple positive responses were possible. This reflects the
feasibility of petitioning multiple actors for assistance with the same request.39 Here, I consider
only whether respondents said that an individual would make an appeal to a local and/or highlevel politician.
37
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I chose a perceptions-based strategy—as opposed to one in which I asked respondents
about their own claim-making activities—for a number of methodological reasons. First, while
many forms of contacting are legal, some may include paying a “fee” for better service (e.g.
when approaching an intermediary) or requesting something that is illegal (e.g. receiving a
benefit to which one is not entitled), thus increasing the risk of social desirability bias in
reporting on one’s own activities. As a result, a perceptions-based question may provide a better
account of contacting than a direct measure. Second, using a perceptions measure allows for
gauging responses in a symmetric way across a range of potential services and goods with which
citizens might require assistance.
Cross tabs highlighting the bivariate relationship between partisanship and appeals to
high-level politicians, shown in Table 2, suggest that there is a correlation between shared
partisanship, or lack thereof, and perceptions about the character of citizen appeals. Specifically,
individuals who are not aligned with their local council president—those reporting a different
party preference or no party ID—are approximately 8 percentage points more likely to expect an
individual to make an appeal to a high-level politician. Difference in means tests, comparing
those individuals who feel closest to the party of the local council president to those who do not,
show that these differences between groups are highly statistically significant (Table A4).40 Note
that while those without a party ID (swing voters) and those preferring a different party might
plausibly be expected to behave differently from each other, both groups are left out of local
patronage networks and thus require alternatives for assistance. These findings suggest that both
groups perceive high-level politicians to be appealing intermediaries, in line with my expectation
that the assistance such individuals provide does not discriminate on the basis of partisanship.
40

Tests including only those individuals who report being members of a political party produce
similar results.
17

Table 2 –Non-Copartisans of Local Politicians Anticipate More Appeals to HighLevel Politicians
Respondent Partisanship No Party
Not Party ID of
Party ID of
Total
ID
Local Pol
Local Pol
Perception of
Appeals
Would Appeal to High.68
.68
.60
.66
Level Politician (w/ or
(1,351)
(3,876)
(911)
(6,138)
w/out Local Pol)
Would Not Appeal to
.32
.32
.40
.34
High-Level Politician
(639)
(1,914)
(605)
(3,158)
Total

.21
.62
.16
1.00
(1,990)
(5,790)
(1,516)
(9,296)
Notes: Respondents answered a question about likely appeals for assistance when in need of a
specific government service/benefit. Entries in cells are proportion of respondents expecting an
appeal to a high-level politician (top row) or only a local politician (bottom row), with total
respondents in each partisanship category in parentheses. Respondents with No Party ID and Not
Party ID of Local Pol include both those respondents who did and did not know the party ID of
the local council president.
These results provide evidence that those individuals who are non-copartisans of their
local council president are more likely to think not only that an individual would need to go
beyond the local level in order to acquire a service or benefit, but, specifically, that they would
appeal to a high-level politician. In other words, they are more likely to perceive blocking at the
local level than co-partisans, and to expect individuals to act on that blocking by appealing to
higher levels.
Again, it is difficult to assess whether these results indicate a causal effect of partisan
ties. With this type of observational data, it is therefore reasonable to use a multivariate analysis
to account for possible confounding characteristics of respondents that may be correlated with
both perceptions of politician contacting and with membership in the partisan categories. In
Appendix Tables A5 and A6, I present the results for linear probability models regressing
expectations about the character of appeals on partisan ties in two models—without covariates
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and with a set of theoretically relevant covariates.41 The results of estimating both models
support those presented here. In addition, F-tests of the expanded multivariate OLS model in
Table A6 suggest that the addition of covariates measuring respondent income, caste group, and
gender all improve the model fit. That finding helps to validate the perceptions-based approach
on which this analysis relies: if respondents do not project themselves onto the individual in the
scenario, then we should not expect individual covariates of respondents—including
partisanship—to predict responses to questions about what the hypothetical individual would do.
Nor would we expect to find the effects of co-partisanship described above. In sum, the data
suggest that citizens’ local partisan affiliations do influence the likelihood of making upward
appeals to high-level politicians.

Types of Requests to Politicians
Given this evidence that high-level politician are being petitioned for assistance, do they
receive requests for the same types of goods and services that are requested of local
intermediaries? To test the implication of my argument that the denial of access to a particular
good at the local level results in a request for assistance with that same good from a higher-level
intermediary, I asked politicians at low and high levels about the types of goods and services for
which they receive requests. When politicians were asked specifically what the most common
thing is that citizens request when they visit, representatives largely responded with accounts of
petitions for interventions related to government policies or programs. Respondents were
provided with an initial set of response categories and also given the opportunity to reply in an
open-ended format. I then coded these responses as pertaining to 1) Individual-oriented public
41

Results are consistent using a logistic regression; in Appendix Tables A5 and A6, I use OLS to
simplify the interpretation of the coefficients.
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programs (“schemes” in India)—e.g. subsidized food, 2) Group-oriented programs—e.g. a road,
or 3) Non-policy assistance—e.g. dealing with the police. In addition, some politicians, rather
than mentioning one “most common” request, reported they generally receive requests for
assistance with “all schemes.” Because “schemes” in India are typically understood as public
programs that benefit individuals, I code these responses as requests for assistance with
individual benefits.
As Table 3 shows, most requests have to do with assistance for specific government
policies or for non-policy assistance related to dealing with various government departments or
actors, such as the police. Importantly, the results highlight the significance of requests for
assistance with individual welfare benefits in the form of government schemes. For example,
among national and state politicians, the plurality of requests is for help with access to individual
benefits (in bold), including “all schemes.” For instance, requestors frequently require access to
subsidized basic commodities (ration cards) or documentation for welfare schemes (caste
certificates). A somewhat smaller proportion of requests are for various group benefits.
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Table 3 – Citizens Request Assistance with Individual-Level Benefits from High-level
Politicians (Most common request made by citizens, as reported by politicians)
Type of Politician:
National and
District and
Village
State
Block
Type of Assistance:
“All schemes” (individual)
33.6
10.7
1.0
Specific
Ration card
2.8
18.0
34.2
individual
Caste certificate
0.9
6.7
5.5
schemes
Job schemes
0.6
2.1
3.1
Other or multiple
4.1
15.2
3.0
Group programs
29.3
23.8
31.6
Non-policy
Employment referral
9.0
6.7
10.2
assistance
Police cases
12.8
7.3
6.9
Land affairs
6.4
5.5
1.2
Education Dept.
0.5
4.0
3.3
TOTAL
100.0
100.0
100.0
Cells are percentages of politicians at each level who noted a particular type of assistance as the
“most common” request made by individual citizens. Open-ended responses to the “Other
schemes” option included both specific schemes, e.g. pensions, and combinations of schemes,
e.g. ration cards and pensions. Responses including only individual level schemes are coded as
an individual scheme response (in bold).
Strikingly, these types of benefits are the same as those typically associated with locallymediated distribution. Overall, the percentage of requests to high-level politicians for individuallevel programs, 42%, is lower than but comparable to those for village level politicians, 47%.
These data therefore suggest that high-level politicians are seen as an important source of
assistance for obtaining targeted individual benefits.

The Provision of Constituency Service
The evidence to this point documents citizens’ demand for assistance from high-level politicians
with the same sorts of benefits thought to be facilitated by local intermediaries; and it suggests
that partisan targeting at the local level helps to generate that demand from those left out of local
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patronage networks. Yet, how do politicians respond to these demands—and is their response
indeed non-contingent constituency service?
My quantitative evidence from representative surveys, and my qualitative evidence from
interviews and in-depth shadowing of politicians, both suggest that responding to citizen
petitions constitutes a heavy burden on politicians, in terms of time and effort. First, evidence
from the large-scale surveys described in the previous section highlights the predominance of
citizen interactions in politicians’ daily lives. I asked politician respondents how many hours per
week they spend on different activities, including policy work, office work, and meeting with a
range of different actors, including citizens, bureaucrats, other politicians, and representatives of
private organizations. I then divided responses from each politician by the total number of hours
reported across all types of activities by that respondent. In Table 4, I present the proportion of
time spent on each type of activity based on averages across all politicians at a given level of
office.42
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This strategy assumes that even where politicians overestimate the total hours worked, they
report relative allocations of time with reasonable accuracy.
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Table 4 – Politicians Spend 1/5 to 1/3 of Their Time Attending to Citizens
Position National
District
District
Block
Village
of Politician and State
and Block
Council
Council
Council
Type of
Activity
Meeting citizens
.22
.22
.27
.31
.35
Meeting bureaucrats
.05
.04
.08
.12
.12
Meeting politicians
.24
.23
.15
.10
.04
Meeting private
.10
.10
.12
.08
.02
sector
Meeting NGOs
.04
.02
.05
.03
.01
Meeting others
.16
.18
.10
.14
.09
Policy work/Office
.18
.19
.22
.22
.37
work
N of Politicians
84
446
78
249
1,605
Table reports proportion of time spent on each activity, across types of politicians. Respondents
were asked how many hours a week they meet with each type of visitor. I divided responses from
each politician by the total number of hours reported across all types of visitors by that
respondent and averaged these measures across all politicians of a given office to calculate the
proportions shown here. When asked to specify the allocation of time to “other,” the most
common response was time with friends and family. Respondents are politicians from Bihar,
Jharkhand, and Uttar Pradesh.
As the findings in Table 4 suggest, citizens make up an important component of
politicians’ overall allocation of time, representing between a fifth and a third of a
representative’s schedule, on average. Strikingly, the time high-level politicians allocate to
meeting their constituents approaches that of local politicians, who might be expected to have
smaller burdens in terms of policy work and legislation. For national parliament and state
assembly members, only meeting with other politicians rivals the time they spend meeting
citizens—with face-to-face meetings with bureaucrats and representatives of the private sector or
NGOs lagging far behind.
Substantial insight into the nature of these interactions comes from qualitative
observations of politicians in their constituencies, gathered through sustained shadowing of
elected representatives over multiple days. Eighteen state legislators in five Indian states were
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observed, in most cases for one week.43 These field studies shed light on the routine, daily
activities of high-level legislators and, in particular, the nature of their interactions with
individual citizens, during the large portion of their terms when they are not in the legislature.44 I
provide here an excerpt of the prose version of field notes from shadowing of one state legislator,
to highlight the ways in which such observations inform my argument about the demand for, and
supply of, constituency service.
Prem Kumar, a legislator from a rural constituency in Bihar, is meeting visitors outside
his home by 9:30 AM.45 One person brings a letter signed by 144 people telling the legislator
that there is no school in his village and this is causing problems for local families. Kumar tells
the man that he is committed to getting a school put in place soon (9:35 AM). Next, four people
arrive and complain about the lack of drinking water in their village due to non-functioning
handpumps. Kumar calls the village council president and asks about the availability of
handpumps, saying that the president should contact the local administrative officer. He then
tells the men that he will get the existing handpumps fixed and two new pumps installed within
10 days (9:40 AM). Two new individuals arrive and tell Kumar that their names have been
removed from the below poverty line list, making it difficult for them to acquire welfare benefits.
He notes down their names and contact information before promising that he will have their
names relisted shortly (9:45 AM). Two groups of individuals subsequently arrive, each wanting
to invite the politician to events in their villages. In each case the legislator promises to
participate in the events (9:55 AM). Kumar subsequently receives a phone call from an
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Additional methodological details on the shadowing technique are provided in Bussell,
Forthcoming.
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As Jensenius and Suryanarayan (2015) show, Indian state legislators are typically in session
for only a small portion of the five years typical of a politician’s term.
45
Shadowing subject M
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individual whose family is being accused of killing their daughter-in-law and is having trouble
with the police. The MLA promises he will do his best to help (10:10 AM). When he gets off the
phone, Kumar talks with an older couple who tell him that the wife is not receiving her pension.
He tells them that he will speak with the local president and work out the formalities to start the
pension (10:15 AM). Over the remainder of the morning, Kumar continues to meet with
petitioners who make requests for assistance with constructing local roads, mediating
disagreements between groups, and providing financial support for a religious pilgrimage.
This vignette highlights multiple dynamics that I found to be common across
observations of high-level legislators and that corroborate my argument in important ways. First,
these legislators spend a substantial portion of their day responding to requests from individual
citizens. These petitions are for a wide range of benefits and services.
Second, the provision of assistance to individuals in India is not ad hoc: legislators design
their meetings with citizens to allow them to respond effectively to a large volume of demands.
Like politicians in other contexts who hold “surgeries” to make themselves available to
constituents, politicians in this setting tend to hold daily open hours at their homes or offices.46
Third, the interactions between politicians and their constituents do not typically evoke
strong elements of hierarchy, and instead are often characterized by apparent mutual respect
between the two parties. While individuals will nearly always approach elected officials with
deference, this need not indicate servility or submissiveness. Instead, individuals tend to interact
with politicians as peers, and are quite blunt in their requests and expectations; they have the
general expectation that representatives are there to help constituents and expect that their own
representative will do her best to provide assistance in their time of need.
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Fourth, in line with the evidence in Table 3, a substantial portion of individual-oriented
requests from citizens are for rather routine claims for individual benefits, which the petitioners
could nonetheless not obtain successfully on their own. Across all of the politicians we observed,
these requests for assistance with basic services and benefits to which citizens were often de jure
entitled—such as pensions, employment programs, compensation for the injured or disabled,
voting cards, arms licenses, school admission, proof of residency, public loans, and bank
accounts—could in many cases be resolved with a phone call or letter from the legislator.
Fifth, resolving an individual’s request often involved contacting a local politician, most
commonly the village council president. This provides additional evidence that these local actors
have the potential to resolve these cases but that they had not, for some reason, done so for the
individual(s) in question. Yet, legislators expected that, with their prodding, the local actor
would now resolve the problem to the citizens’ advantage, suggesting important power dynamics
in favor of the higher-level official which could offset partisan (or other) preferences at the local
level.
Finally, and perhaps most importantly, qualitative observations offer little to no
indication of partisanship or other conditionalities in the provision of this assistance. Instead, this
evidence suggests at least a stated adherence to an ethic of public service. In most cases,
legislators had only limited information about an individual, and not necessarily even their home
village, when making a decision about how to help. Even if the representative did know the
village in which a petitioner resided, he or she typically did not make any additional efforts to
determine whether or not the individual was a co-partisan. To be sure, assessing the extent to
which personal assistance to citizens is contingent on petitioners’ partisanship or other
attributes—or instead is non-contingent constituency service—is subtle, and these observations
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alone cannot establish this. What they do offer is substantial evidence that high-level politicians
are engaging in the kinds of direct assistance to individual citizens that are unanticipated in
current theories of distributive politics and that could, potentially, be non-contingent in nature. I
now turn to experimental evidence to evaluate further the effect of co-partisanship on politicians’
responsiveness to individual requests.
The non-contingency of assistance
A core implication of my argument is that high-level politicians should respond to
requests from individuals in a largely non-partisan and non-contingent manner. This does not
imply that their motivations are non-electoral—indeed, I expect they are often acting to maintain
or improve their standing in the constituency—but that in the actual provision of assistance, they
do not condition their actions on the perceived electoral behavior of the petitioner.
I test these claims using new experimental data on politicians in India. Though
shadowing offers substantial insights, assessing aspects of politician behavior from such
observations is challenging, as situations in which individuals have knowledge of being observed
may result in Hawthorne effects, such that they do not act in a manner akin to their normal
behavior. Business studies often deal with this risk by utilizing a “secret shopper” strategy and,
increasingly, work in the social sciences is adopting similar techniques. Research analyzing the
behavior of politicians has recently utilized a related experimental audit approach to address
these challenges. 47
In response to these limitations, I conducted what is the first experimental audit with a
near-census of high-level politicians in India, to evaluate responses to petitions from citizens.
47

Butler and Broockman 2011, Dropp and Peskowitz 2012, McClendon Forthcoming, Gaikwad
and Nellis 2016. Related studies have also been conducted on bureaucrats in the United States
(White et al. 2015) and China (Distelhorst and Hou 2015). See also Bussell 2012.
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Thus, I test whether state- and national-level politicians in India respond to requests for
assistance sent to them by individuals via text message or the mobile messaging service
WhatsApp. In doing so, I vary the content of the messages in a random manner, so as to evaluate
the effects of partisan and personal vote treatments on politician responsiveness.
Text messages and WhatsApp are now common forms of communication between
politicians and their constituents in India. While in-person visits are a frequent mode of
interaction, phone-based contacts are also quite common. In a related survey, I asked politicians
how many times in a typical week individual citizens come to their home or office, call them on
the telephone, contact them on WhatsApp, send them a text message, send them an email, or
contact them on a social media platform. In a given week, state and national-level politicians
report, on average, receiving 342 phone calls, 328 WhatsApp messages, and 146 text messages
from citizens, compared with 366 visits from citizens at their home or office.48
At least two structural and institutional factors in India facilitate phone-based access to
politicians. First, the penetration of mobile phones is remarkably high for a developing country,
at 91%.49 Second, it is generally not difficult to get the phone number of an elected official.
Many state governments post the contact information for their legislators online, and candidates
for elected office are required to submit an affidavit prior to the election with their contact
information including, since 2013, their mobile phone number. The non-profit organization
Association for Democratic Reforms digitizes this data and makes it available at
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substantially high rates of access even in rural areas.
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www.myneta.org. I was able to access this information to facilitate this audit, and individual
citizens may also reasonably be able to obtain their representative’s contact information.
In the study, subjects were sent messages from fictitious constituents who requested
assistance with acquiring a basic form of local infrastructure—a street lamp—or an identity
document—a ration card. 50 Over the course of two weeks, each politician received six messages.
Message receipt timing was randomized across the study period, with the following constraints:
subjects received a maximum of one message per day and no more than two messages two days
in a row. I allowed fifteen days after each message for collection of responses. Rollout of the
experiment was staggered across Indian states to allow for the same team at my partner survey
organization to implement the protocol, boosting quality control.51 This survey firm used statespecific mobile phone numbers to contact politicians.52 The eligible study population was all
incumbent members of the legislative assemblies and national parliament in India. The sample
size was 4,156, which is the set of state and national legislators from the total population of
4,591 for whom I was able to collect mobile phone numbers.
For those politicians who use WhatsApp, I chose randomly whether to send each message
as a text message or a WhatsApp message, with approximately 50% of messages using each
mode.53 This reduced the chances that politicians perceived that there was a study taking place
and also took advantage of the differing technologies available for contacting subjects. In
50

The analysis was pre-registered with Evidence in Governance and Politics (EGAP) under
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The audit was implemented by CVoter, a survey and polling organization.
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Thus, the survey firm used SIM cards specific to each state or telecommunications circle in
which a state sits.
53
When a user downloads and opens the WhatsApp application, all of the individuals in the
phone’s contact list who have a WhatsApp account are shown in the application. In order to
identify those politicians who use WhatsApp, we put all of the collected contact numbers into the
phone contact lists of the phones that would be used to send messages. Once WhatsApp users
were identified, we then incorporated that information into the randomization protocol.
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practice, there was no statistically significant difference in the response rates for messages sent
via text message versus those sent from WhatsApp. For those politicians who were not active on
WhatsApp, all six messages were sent via text message.54
The content of the messages sent to politicians was randomized along four primary
dimensions: name of the petitioner, information on electoral preferences, past requests for
assistance at the local level, and type of good requested. I did not randomize gender and used
only male names in requests. The full experimental design is provided in Table A7; each
politician in a state had the same probability of assignment to each treatment condition.
Here, I consider the effects of the electoral treatments, in which the message sent to
politicians either provided no information on past electoral behavior; stated that the person voted
for the politician in the last election; stated that the person supports the politician’s party; or
combined the latter two treatments. The goal of these treatments is to measure whether having a
partisan cue affects the likelihood or character of response. In the analyses described below, as
pre-specified, I evaluate the effects of the pooled electoral treatments relative to the control
condition while also pooling across the additional treatments shown in Table A7.55 I take into
account the full design in calculating the statistical significance of estimated effects, for example,
adjusting for multiple statistical comparisons. In related work, I discuss observed differences
across the individual electoral treatments, which provide additional tests of my overall
argument.56
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The names of petitioners were randomized at the state level. I examine hypotheses related to
the naming treatment and other primary treatments in related work.
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Bussell, Forthcoming.
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The full set of messages corresponding to each treatment condition, along with the list of
states and languages used, is provided in Table A8. The messages were translated into eleven
(11) national and local Indian languages and sent in the most commonly used major language in
a given state. In smaller states where none of the eleven major languages are used but where
English is used, the message was sent in English. This latter strategy was necessary for only a
small number of cases, mainly the lowest population states in India’s Northeast region. A
representative example of a message is:
Hello, I am [name] in your constituency and I voted for you. I am writing because
I would like help getting a ration card. I contacted my local leader but he is not
my party and he didn’t help. I tried to call and come to see you, but you were
busy. Are you in the constituency now? Please could you text back and help me or
give me a number of who to contact?
The basic content of the message was determined based on related fieldwork and
previous experimental work of a similar nature in India.57 The intention was to make the message
as short as possible, akin to what is typical of text messaging, while still allowing for sufficient
information to implement the treatments. The translations also allowed for informal word and
abbreviation usage, so as to mimic standard language use in the text message format.
This audit experiment—along with all of the human subjects-related aspects of this
article—was approved by my institutional review board.58 In this case, it is worth discussing
potential ethical concerns with deception used in the design. As with all behavioral studies, if the
subjects know that they are being evaluated, they may act in ways unlike how they might
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otherwise behave. It is possible to avoid these Hawthorne effects in an audit study through the
use of deception.59
In many cases, subjects of a study involving deception are informed at its completion.
Here, I chose not to debrief participants, as this had potentially harmful implications for political
responsiveness. As noted above, politicians receive large volumes of requests from citizens, both
in person and via text message. Responses to these requests are an important element of political
representation. However, if politicians knew that some small portion of these requests were due
to a research study, they might become slightly less likely to respond. This would be a
detrimental outcome for the broader population. Thus, given the likely small cost to politicians of
being included in the study—involving six additional messages over a two-week period, which
may not add appreciably to their burden given the volume of texts and WhatsApp messages
many already receive—but the potentially larger cost to the broader population of informing
politicians that they were included in a study, as well as associated threats to the potential for
related forms of research, I did not include a debriefing element in the research design.

Evaluating Politician Responsiveness
My primary response measure is whether a politician replied to a message in any way,
including a phone call, text message, or message via WhatsApp. In general, responsiveness to
these messages is substantial. I find that, on average, politicians respond to 11.3% of citizen
requests, while 31.5% of politicians responded to at least one message. These response rates are
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akin to those observed in similar studies.60 I analyze data from the experimental audit using
difference-of-means tests, focusing on intention-to-treat analyses.
Are politicians more likely to respond when provided information on past electoral
behavior and political party preferences of a petitioner? If this assistance is largely constituency
service, its supply should not reflect the electoral characteristics of requestors in a significant
way. Even if politicians observe indicators of a person’s partisanship that is different from their
own, they may still assume that providing this individual with assistance has potential electoral
benefits, in terms of generating a positive reputation in the constituency.
In Figure 1, I report the mean response rates for politicians who received the control
message—which gave no information on partisanship or past support for the politician—and for
all those who received one of the electoral treatments. The findings in Figure 1 show that in this
large experiment, there is no statistically significant difference in response rates to messages with
electoral treatments compared to the control. The results of difference-in-means tests comparing
these response rates, as well as disaggregated tests, in which each electoral treatment is
compared to the control, are consistent with this finding (Figure A1 and Table A9). Thus, we see
a general trend toward constituency service, with no preference offered toward any petitioners on
the basis of electoral information.
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Figure 1 – Politician Responsiveness is Not Conditioned by Information on Electoral
Behavior (Audit Experiment)
0.14
0.12
0.1
0.08
0.06
0.04
0.02
0
Control

All Electoral Treatments

The figure reports mean response rates and 95% confidence intervals for the control condition of
no information on partisan behavior (gray bar) and the consolidated partisanship treatment
conditions (patterned bar). The dependent variable is whether the politician replied to the
experimental message. The total sample sizes are: 5,773 for the control condition and 17,478 for
the electoral treatments.
Note that this null estimated effect is also not likely to be due to issues of statistical
power. As designed and implemented, I should have at least 80% power to detect an effect size
of a 1% difference in response rate. Thus, the experiment is quite adequately powered even
against very small effects. In addition, the difference in response rates measured here is of little
substantive relevance. If the average effect for the electoral treatments were statistically
significant, it would represent an absolute increase in response rate of 0.1%, or only 0.9% over
the baseline response rate in the control condition of 11.4% (.001/.114). The evidence presented
in Figure 1 and in the accompanying Table A9 thus suggests an overall null effect of electoral
characteristics on politicians’ responsiveness. In the Appendix, I provide additional evidence that
the electoral treatment also has no discernable effect on the quality of responsiveness, as
measured in this experiment (Figures A1 and A2, and the accompanying discussion).
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As a robustness check, I conduct all of these same analyses using only the response to the
first message a politician received. There are no substantive differences in the comparisons
across treatment and control groups when only the first message sent is considered. In addition, I
conduct the same tests only for those politicians in the three states included in the surveys
analyzed above, Bihar, Jharkhand, and Uttar Pradesh. The findings in these states are consistent
with those for the country as a whole.
Overall, this large, well-powered experiment offers little support for the claim that
responsiveness is contingent on the electoral behavior that petitioners signal to politicians.
Instead, the evidence suggests that high-level politicians respond quite robustly to citizen
requests for help, regardless of the partisanship of their constituents. This implies that these
politicians are willing to provide assistance to all citizens in their electoral district, regardless of
partisanship.61 Thus, I find a baseline level of constituency service that is both substantial and
quite surprising from the perspective of previous research on patronage democracies.
Discussion and Conclusion
Constituency service has long been recognized as an important element of representation across
many democracies. And yet, it is those democracies where we might expect to see the least need
for assistance from politicians—those with established and functional bureaucracies and a
relatively minor role for discretion and partisan targeting in the provision of public services—
that have received the bulk of academic attention on this topic. While important work on those
contexts shows that growth in constituency service paralleled growth in the size of the welfare
state, such as in the American case, this simply reinforces the expectation that it is those places
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where the state is a significant provider of benefits where we should observe this form of
intermediation.62 Thus, it is puzzling that little attention has been given to the potential for
constituency service in the large number of patronage democracies.
In this paper, I have shown that constituency service from high-level politicians is an
important, but under addressed, component of distributive politics in India’s patronage state.
Partisan politics characterizes the delivery of state benefits at the local level, leaving a substantial
portion of the population without local intermediation to help in accessing the state. However,
state and national politicians assist citizens in acquiring the same benefits and do so in a largely
non-partisan way. This suggests an important, albeit informal, pathway for citizens to access the
state and one that is not marked by the same “perverse accountability” associated with
clientelism.63
This discussion also raises a number of theoretical and normative questions. If politicians
have incentives to provide constituency service in some cases, when will they favor more
partisan allocation? In related work, I provide a theoretical logic for, and empirical tests of, the
conditions under which high-level politicians will emphasize partisanship in distributive
politics—such as through clientelism—versus when they will rely on non-contingent
constituency service.64 I show empirically that given the ability to allocate club goods to
particular geographic areas—for example, through expenditures from constituency development
funds—the same politicians who engage in constituency service often also rely on partisan
targeting. Yet, constituency service provides a crucial complement to this electoral strategy, for
example, by allowing them to reach potential supporters who do not reside in incumbents’
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political strongholds. In short, this argument highlights the limitations of partisan allocation
strategies and outlines the relative benefits to politicians of constituency service for certain
segments of the population and types of goods and services.
Normatively, what are the implications of these dynamics for our understanding of the
links between distributive politics and democratic representation in patronage democracies?
From one perspective, the form of responsiveness I document is fundamentally more in line with
normative ideals of accountability and representation than behaviors typically associated with
high-level politicians in these settings. The politicians I study in this article offer individual
petitioners, in general, a form of assistance that is quite different from the biased intermediation
they may encounter locally. These representatives do not appear substantially to discriminate on
the basis of partisan ties, even when provided information on co-partisanship in the context of a
request. This provides us with a fundamentally different view of these politicians than is
common in the literature—that of highly partisan actors focused only on opportunities to
distribute benefits to political supporters.
At the same time, the form of accountability to which constituency service contributes is
limited on several dimensions. While substantial in value, constituency service cannot address
the concerns of all individuals and groups: high-level politicians can only respond to the requests
that are posed to them, and some types of citizens (for instance, those with more education or
from higher-status groups) are more likely to make petitions than others.65 High-level politicians
can also only use the influence and power that is at their disposal, and they may be limited in
their ability to facilitate certain kinds of assistance. Critically, while politicians may not directly
condition assistance on the political affiliations behaviors of petitions, I have shown that the
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requests to which high-level legislators respond are shaped by partisan behaviors in other realms,
especially at the local level.
Perhaps most importantly, and as I explore empirically in related work, politicians’
electoral ambitions do incentivize them to respond to citizens’ petitions.66 Thus, mediation can
be an important electoral resource, and politicians may therefore have an incentive to ensure that
at least some state processes can, and need to, be mediated, so as to retain their personal value to
their constituents.67 In this way, the underlying factors that generate demands for assistance—
inefficient and discretionary allocation of resources—can also discourage a complete and
thorough bureaucratization of the state. I therefore suggest that the dynamics of demand and
supply I document comprise a form of “constrained accountability” that is more representative—
and not perverse, in Stokes’ sense—than existing accounts would suggest. Yet, it still does not
hold politicians fully accountable for the performance of the state.
If this is the case, then the theoretical and empirical observations offered here suggest
there may be merit to rethinking not only the presence of constituency service in patronage
democracies, but also the fundamental nature and normative import of constituency service in
western democracies. Constituency service emerges in those spaces where publicly stated rules
and criteria do not bind distribution.68 Constituency service is well-entrenched in our conceptions
of democratic practice in the most “developed” democracies, yet its sources in such discretionary
forms of distributive politics are critical to bear in mind. The forces of demand and supply that
sustain constituency service’s practice as a particular form of individual representation may also
limit the degree to which it creates broader opportunities for political accountability.
66

Ibid.
See also Berenschot 2010.
68
Thus, constituency service is a form of non-programmatic distributive politics; see Bussell,
Forthcoming, Chapter One.
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Online Appendix
Table A1. Bihar, Jharkhand, and Uttar Pradesh Politician Survey Sample Demographic Statistics
Politician Type
Sample
Age
Percent
Education
Monthly
Percent
Percent
Size (n)
Male
Level*
Income
Hindu
Forward
(‘000
Caste
rupees)*
Village Council
1,716
N/A
54.5
Class 8
N/A
N/A
N/A
Member/President
(8.2)

Percent
Other
Backward
Class
N/A

Block Council
Member/President

250

39.8

50.0

Class 9
(9.5)

6-7

92.8

23.6

57.7

District Council
Member/President

78

40.8

46.2

Intermediate
(11.0)

9-10

87.2

19.2

54.0

Member of
Legislative
Assembly

448

47.6

87.7

Intermediate
(12.0)

10+

88.2

40.4

41.3

Member of
Parliament

85

54.2

85.9

Intermediate
(12.2)

10+

84.7

45.9

28.2

Politician
AVERAGE*

861

46.0

81.4

Intermediate
(11.3)

9-10

87.8

39.7

41.9

*The Politician Average excludes Gram Panchayat members and Presidents. For education, the
average number of years in school is shown in parentheses. N/A = Not available.

Table A2 – Citizen Samples – Demographic Statistics
State(s)
Sample Age Percent Education Monthly Percent Percent
Percent
Size
Male
Level*
Income Hindu Forward
Other
(n)
(‘000
Caste
Backward
rupees)
Class
Bihar,
9296 38.8
50.3
Class 7
2-3
88.0
19.8
52.0
Jharkhand,
(7.0)
Uttar
Pradesh
Karnataka

1064

37.3

77.5

Class 9
3-4
91.5
5.7
(8.6)
*For education, the average number of years in school is shown in parentheses.

82.0
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Table A3 – Relationship between Shared Party Membership with Local Council
President and Benefit Receipt Differs Across States and Benefits – All Respondents
Not Party ID
Party ID of
Estimated
N
of Local
Local
Effect
Politician
Politician
(Difference of
Means)
Any Benefit
.76
.79
-.03+
9,278
(.00)
(.02)
(.02)
Benefit from
.07
.11
-.04***
9,280
Local Council
(.00)
(.01)
(.01)
Subsidized
.91
.92
-.01
7,083
Consumables
(.00)
(.01)
(.01)
(PDS)
Housing
.12
.10
.02
7,081
(IAY)
(.00)
(.01)
(.02)
Self-Help
.01
.01
-.00
7,078
Groups
(.00)
(.00)
(.00)
(SGSY)
(ICDS)
.10
.10
-.00
7,080
(.00)
(.01)
(.02)
Low Price
.20
.21
-.01
7,077
Grains (AY)
(.00)
(.02)
(.02)
Pre/Post
.09
.12
-.03*
7,078
Natal Care
(.00)
(.02)
(.01)
(JSY)
Work
.15
.20
-.05***
9,296
Program
(.00)
(.02)
(.02)
(MGNREGA)
Old Age
.04
.03
.01
7,081
Pension
(.00)
(.01)
(.01)
State Pension
.09
.08
.01
7,081
(.00)
(.01)
(.01)
Cells report means or differences of means, with standard errors in parentheses. Respondents are
individuals in Bihar, Jharkhand, and Uttar Pradesh who responded to questions about benefit
receipt. Party ID of Local Politician=1 for those respondents who reported being members of a
political party that matched the party they associated with the local council president.
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Table A4 – Non-Copartisans of Local Council President are More Likely to Expect
Appeals to High-Level Politicians (Bihar, Jharkhand & Uttar Pradesh)
Not Party ID
Party ID of
Estimated
N
of Local
Local
Effect
Politician
Politician
(Difference of
Means)
Individual would Appeal to
.67
.60
.07***
9,296
High-Level Politician
(.00)
(.01)
(.01)
Cells report means or differences of means, with standard errors in parentheses. Respondents are
all individuals in Bihar, Jharkhand, and Uttar Pradesh who responded to questions about appeals
for assistance. Party ID of Local Politician includes those reported feeling closest to a political
party that matched the party they associated with the local council president.

Table A5 – Local Partisan Ties are Strongly Associated with Appeals to High-level
Politicians (Multivariate Analysis)
Model
(1)
(2)
Explanatory Variables:
Partisanship
No Party ID
.08***
.09***
(4.84)
(5.40)
Not Party ID of Local Politician
.07***
.07***
(5.02)
(5.10)
Income
.004+
(.002)
Gender
Male
.02*
(2.19)
Caste Category Scheduled Caste
-.02
(-1.50)
Scheduled Tribe
-.06**
(-2.74)
Other Backward Caste
-.01
(-.91)
Constant
.60
.59
N
9,296
9,271
Ordinary least squares regression coefficients, with t-ratios in parentheses. Citizen responses. The
dependent variable is the probability that a High-level Politician will receive a request. For the
explanatory variables, the excluded partisanship category is “Shares Party ID with Local
Politician,” the excluded Gender is Female, and the excluded Caste Category is Forward Castes. +
= p<.10, * = p<.05, ** = p<.01, and *** = p<.001.
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Table A6 – Partisan Ties Affect Perceptions of Appeals to High-level Politicians, with covariates – Ordinary
Least Squares Full Model (Bihar, Jharkhand & Uttar Pradesh)
Variables
Partisan Relationships

No Party ID
Not Party ID of Local Politician

Requested Service

Building Approval
Health Center
Tube Well

Monthly Income (Rupees)

0-1,000
1,001-2,000
2,001-3,000
3,001-4,000
4,001-5,000
5,001-6,000
6,001-7,000
7,001-8,000
8,001-9,000
9,001-10,000

Gender

Male

Caste Category

Scheduled Caste
Scheduled Tribe
Other Backward Caste

State

Bihar
Uttar Pradesh

Constant
Adjusted R-squared

.15

N

9,271

08***
(5.41)
.07***
(5.81)
.36***
(28.36)
.46***
(35.71)
.35***
(27.27)
.03
(1.09)
.01
(.34)
.09**
(3.36)
.11***
(3.90)
.07*
(2.47)
.06+
(1.84)
-.10
(.39)
.18**
(3.27)
.06
(.88)
.08+
(1.78)
.02*
(2.52)
-.03+
(1.84)
-.05*
(2.08)
-.01
(.56)
-.03*
(2.20)
.04**
(2.92)
.24

* Ordinary least squares model with coefficients listed and t-ratios in parentheses. Citizen responses only. The
excluded party affiliation category is “Party ID of Local Politician,” the excluded service type is caste certificate, the
excluded income category is “more than 11,000 Rupees per month,” the excluded caste category is forward castes,
and the excluded state is Uttar Pradesh.
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Table A7 – Factorial Design of Field Experiment: Treatments with
Allocation of Subjects and Messages (Total observations)
Electoral Behavior
Local Appeals
Type of Request
(1)
(2)
(3)
a. No individual
a. No local appeal
a. Ration card
electoral information
information
(11,922)
(5,859)
(8,384)
b. Voted for politician
in last election (5,857)

b. Appealed to local
politician, but he didn’t
help (7,517)

c. Shares party with
politician
(6,117)

c. Appealed to local
politician, who is not
petitioner’s party, but he
didn’t help (7,715)

b. Street lamp
(11,694)

d. Shares party and
voted for politician
(5,783)
Total Observations (sum in each column): 23,616
The table lists the treatment conditions and the numbers of messages in each condition in my
audit experiment, per my pre-registered protocol. Each individual politician (N=4,156 or 3,936
after wrong numbers dropped from data) received a total of six text or WhatsApp messages in
the experiment, resulting in a total of 23,616 messages. Within subjects, assignment to treatment
condition was randomized, so politicians could receive up to six different combinations of
treatments, with no restrictions on the randomization.
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Table A8 – Experimental Treatments
Message
Number
1

Treatment
Number
1a/2a/3a or 3b
(Control)

2

1a/2b/3a or 3b

3

1a/2c/3a or 3b

4

1b/2a/3a or 3b

5

1b/2b/3a or 3b

6

1b/2c/3a or 3b

7

1c/2a/3a or 3b

8

1c/2b/3a or 3b

9

1c/2c/3a or 3b

10

1d/2a/3a or 3b

11

1d/2b/3a or 3b

12

1d/2c/3a or 3b

Message
Hello, I am [name] in your constituency and I am writing because I would like help [getting a ration card/installing a street lamp]. I tried to call and
come to see you, but you were busy. Are you in the constituency now? Please could you text back and help me or give me a number of who to contact?
Hello, I am [name] in your constituency and I am writing because I would like help [getting a ration card/installing a street lamp]. I contacted my
local leader but he didn’t help. I tried to call and come to see you, but you were busy. Are you in the constituency now? Please could you text back
and help me or give me a number of who to contact?
Hello, I am [name] in your constituency and I am writing because I would like help [getting a ration card/installing a street lamp]. I contacted my
local leader but he is not my party and he didn’t help. I tried to call and come to see you, but you were busy. Are you in the constituency now?
Please could you text back and help me or give me a number of who to contact?
Hello, I am [name] in your constituency and I voted for you. I am writing because I would like help [getting a ration card/installing a street lamp].
I tried to call and come to see you, but you were busy. Are you in the constituency now? Please could you text back and help me or give me a number
of who to contact?
Hello, I am [name] in your constituency and I voted for you. I am writing because I would like help [getting a ration card/installing a street lamp].
I contacted my local leader but he didn’t help. I tried to call and come to see you, but you were busy. Are you in the constituency now? Please could
you text back and help me or give me a number of who to contact?
Hello, I am [name] in your constituency and I voted for you. I am writing because I would like help [getting a ration card/installing a street lamp].
I contacted my local leader but he is not my party and he didn’t help. I tried to call and come to see you, but you were busy. Are you in the
constituency now? Please could you text back and help me or give me a number of who to contact?
Hello, I am [name] in your constituency and I am a supporter of XYZ party. I am writing because I would like help [getting a ration
card/installing a street lamp]. I tried to call and come to see you, but you were busy. Are you in the constituency now? Please could you text back
and help me or give me a number of who to contact?
Hello, I am [name] in your constituency and I am a supporter of XYZ party. I am writing because I would like help [getting a ration
card/installing a street lamp]. I contacted my local leader but he didn’t help. I tried to call and come to see you, but you were busy. Are you in the
constituency now? Please could you text back and help me or give me a number of who to contact?
Hello, I am [name] in your constituency and I am a supporter of XYZ party. I am writing because I would like help [getting a ration
card/installing a street lamp]. I contacted my local leader but he is not my party and he didn’t help. I tried to call and come to see you, but you
were busy. Are you in the constituency now? Please could you text back and help me or give me a number of who to contact?
Hello, I am [name] in your constituency and I voted for you and am a supporter of XYZ party. I am writing because I would like help [getting a
ration card/installing a street lamp]. I tried to call and come to see you, but you were busy. Are you in the constituency now? Please could you text
back and help me or give me a number of who to contact?
Hello, I am [name] in your constituency and I voted for you in the last election and am a supporter of XYZ party. I am writing because I would
like help [getting a ration card/installing a street lamp]. I contacted my local leader but he didn’t help. I tried to call and come to see you, but
you were busy. Are you in the constituency now? Please could you text back and help me or give me a number of who to contact?
Hello, I am [name] in your constituency and I voted for you in the last election and am a supporter of XYZ party. I am writing because I would
like help [getting a ration card/installing a street lamp]. I contacted my local leader but he is not my party and he didn’t help. I tried to call and
come to see you, but you were busy. Are you in the constituency now? Please could you text back and help me or give me a number of who to contact?

Here, party XYZ is the party of the politician to whom the message is addressed.
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Figure A1 – Information on Electoral Behavior Does Not Affect Politician Responsiveness
0.14
0.12
0.1
0.08
0.06
0.04
0.02
0
Control

Personal Vote

Politician's Party

Personal Vote & Politician's
Party

The figure reports mean response rates and 95% confidence intervals for the control condition of
no information on partisan behavior (gray bar) and each of the three main partisanship treatment
conditions (patterned bars). The dependent variable is whether the politician replied to the
experimental message. The total sample sizes are: 11,530 for the Personal Vote comparison,
11,793 for the Politician’s Party treatment, and 11,474 for the Personal Vote and Politician’s
Party treatment.
Table A9 – Politician Responses are Not Strongly Conditioned by Information on
Electoral Behavior
Electoral
Control
Estimated Effect
N
Treatments
(Difference of
Means)
Overall Response
.11
.11
.00
23,251
(.00)
(.00)
(.00)
Substantive
.04
.04
.00
23,251
Response
(.00)
(.00)
(.00)
Request to Call or
.02
.02
.00
23,251
Meet
(.00)
(.00)
(.00)
The first column shows average response rate for the consolidated “partisanship” treatments:
whether the petitioner voted for the politician, shares the politician’s party, or both. The second
column gives average response in the control condition where no partisan information was given.
The third column shows the estimated effect of information on partisanship, while the final
column gives the N for the comparison. Estimated standard errors are in parentheses.
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Additional Analysis of the Field Experiment

Does Electoral Information Affect the Quality of Responsiveness?
One potential concern with the evaluation of overall response rates in the politician field
experiment is that this outcome measure may mask variations in the quality of responses offered
to different types of petitioners. In these additional empirical analyses, I consider whether there
is any evidence that politicians offer higher quality responses to certain types of constituents.
In order to test the effects of electoral information on the quality of response, I analyze a
second set of outcome variables, which gauge the substance of a politician’s response,
conditional on having provided a response. In doing so, I ask: did politicians simply call the
individual back, or did they provide the petitioner with specific information on how to proceed
forward? Using information on the content of text and WhatsApp replies to our messages, I can
evaluate these additional nuances of responses. I consider here two specific types of response,
that I coded directly from translations of messages received: 1) Any reply with additional
information, including a name and/or phone number of another person to contact, information on
office hours, requests to meet or call the politician, and information on other strategies for
acquiring the desired service, and 2) a more specific measure of additional information that is
coded one only when the politician asked the petitioner explicitly to call or come meet him.
Here, I am testing whether the politician responded in a substantive manner and whether that
response encouraged the individual to engage directly with the politician in order to acquire a
desired service.
In terms of the more general measure of substantive response, Figure 2 reports the results
of difference-in-means tests comparing the electoral treatments with the control. We see again

50

that there is no statistically significant difference between the rates at which politicians offer a
substantive response to the control and electoral treatment conditions. Similarly, the results
provided in Figure 3 show that politicians are also not any more likely to request a call or
personal meeting with those individuals who express their support for the politician or his party
(difference-in-means tests comparing the electoral treatments with the control for both analyses
are provided in Table A9).
Figure A1 – Information on Electoral Behavior Does Not Affect Substantive
Responsiveness
0.12
0.1
0.08
0.06
0.04
0.02
0
Control

All Electoral Treatments

The figure reports mean response rates and 95% confidence intervals for the control condition of
no information on partisan behavior (gray bar) and the consolidated partisanship treatment
conditions (patterned bar). The dependent variable is a measure of whether the politician
provided further information on how to acquire the desired service. The total sample sizes are:
5,773 for the control condition and 17,478 for the electoral treatments.
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Figure A2 – Information on Electoral Behavior Does Not Affect Requests to Call or Meet
0.12
0.1
0.08
0.06
0.04
0.02
0
Control

All Electoral Treatments

The figure reports mean response rates and 95% confidence intervals for the control condition of
no information on partisan behavior (gray bar) and the consolidated electoral treatment
conditions (patterned bar). The dependent variable is a measure of whether the politician
requested that the petitioner call back or come to the politician’s home or office to meet. The
total sample sizes are: 5,773 for the control condition and 17,478 for the electoral treatments.
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