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issues change. In contrast the trustee approach begins by assuming that elected officials 
have access to information that voters do not. As a result, the representative understands 
issues from the broader perspective of the best interests of the entire district, state, or 
country. In this case the people trust their representative to make the best choices for 
them when voting in the state legislature. Therefore, the representative, who is better 
educated about the issue, may go against the wishes of the majority. Finally, the politico 
approach asserts that a representative follows the wishes of the voting majority on the 
most important issues while on other issues he or she has more leeway.23 In the latter 
case the representative’s personal beliefs may conflict with those of the majority, and 
the representative then must choose between conscience and constituency.

Representation Based on Geography

In the United States, representation is connected to the SMD system that emphasizes 
representation of citizens based on where they live. The advantage of geographic 
representation is the direct connection it provides between the representative and the 
voters. The voters living in a specific geographic area, or election district, can know 
exactly who their representative is. Voters are assumed to share political values and 
economic interests based upon where they live. Under principle-agent theory, an elected 
official’s gender, race or ethnicity, social economic status, and so forth are not assumed 
to matter significantly because the representative is from the same community as his or 
her constituents. On the other hand, this theory assumes that a representative can reflect 
the view of every person, or at least a majority of the people that elected him or her. 
Of course, this is not always possible in view of the large number of issues confronting 
today’s legislators. The passage of a new law or change to an existing law, typically 

Trustee
an elected official who is 
entrusted to act in the best 
interests of the electorate 
based on his or her knowledge; 
he or she is understood to be 
generally better informed than 
the broader electorate

Politico
an elected official who 
is expected to follow the 
wishes of the electorate on 
some issues but on others 
is permitted more decision-
making leeway; a hybrid of the 
trustee and delegate

  FIGURE 3.1   � Rates of Incumbency for the Texas Legislature,  
1997–2015
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Source: Adapted from Legislative Reference Library of Texas, “Membership Statistics for the 83rd Legislature,” 2013, 
www.lrl.state.tx.us/legeLeaders/members/memberStatistics.cfm (accessed June 5, 2016).


