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Substantive Representation

Substantive representation occurs when representatives take actions in line with the substan-
tive and ideological interests of those they represent. For many democratic theorists, sub-
stantive representation is the most important form of representation as it focuses on what 

representatives actually do in office. Substantive repre-
sentation has typically been studied in terms of either 
ideological congruence (Huber and Powell 1994) or 
ideological responsiveness (Page and Shapiro 1983). 
Ideological congruence has to do with the extent to 
which the actions of the representatives are in line with 
the interests of the people at a fixed point in time, 
whereas ideological responsiveness has to do with how 

representatives change their behavior to become more congruent with the interests of the 
people over time (Golder and Ferland, forthcoming). One way to think about this is that 
congruence captures a static or distance form of representation, whereas responsiveness 
captures a dynamic or directional form of representation.

To highlight the conceptual distinction between ideological congruence and ideological 
responsiveness, consider the three different scenarios in Figure 16.1. Each scenario depicts a 
representative R and a citizen C in some policy space. The dashed gray lines indicate how a 
fully responsive representative would move in each scenario. Scenario (a) shows a situation 
of perfect ideological congruence with the representative sharing the same policy position as 
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Source: Golder and Ferland (forthcoming).

Ideological congruence has to do with the extent 
to which the actions of the representatives are in line 
with the interests of the people at a fixed point in 
time. Ideological responsiveness has to do with 
how representatives change their behavior to become 
more congruent with the interests of the people over 
time.




