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INTRODUCTION

The perils of political particularism

In this study, I investigate the impact that the search for a personal
vote has on legislators’ decision to either represent the interests
of localities or to safeguard those of society at large. This choice
is relevant to political representation as well as to social welfare
maximization. To guarantee full representation, a legislator should
safeguard both national and local interests. Elected representatives,
though, have limited time and resources, which means they can end
up being mainly focused on local interests (Searing 1985, Shugart
2001). This is problematic, for a few reasons. Politicians who serve
localities can generate an inefficient political system characterized
by the provision of particularistic benefits at the expense of pro-
grammatic policymaking. The consequence is a political class that
is unable to address the crucial issues that divide a society (Carey &
Shugart 1995, Cox 1987). Italian legislators’ inability to engage in
programmatic policymaking is notorious. For years, scholars have
denounced how Italian deputies, committed to proposing and dis-
cussing laws aimed at serving localities interests, have not managed
to promote broader legislation like educational reforms or job acts
(Di Palma 1977; Somogyi & Sartori 1963). When politicians act
primarily as local representatives, they can end up generating a
non-equitable and Pareto-inefficient redistribution of resources: in
a nutshell, a political system characterized by discriminatory poli-
cies and overspending (Pennock 1970). The diversion of goods and
services towards deputies’ constituencies can generate an over pro-
vision of resources, and bring about discriminatory policies that
provide benefits to local groups, while spreading the cost to the
whole electorate (Pennock 1970, Weingast et al. 1981). Again, Ital-
ian politicians’ tendency to favor small clientele’s interests through
taxpaying and the consequent higher than optimal budget deficits
are notorious (Alesina & Perotti 1995, Putnam et al. 1994).

The way elected representatives manage their time and resources
in national assemblies is crucial to voters’ representation as well as
to society’s welfare. If deputies have incentives to spend most of
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their time and resources to favor the interests of narrow groups of
citizens, they could end up neglecting the interests of larger shares
of the population. If we want to guarantee representation to the
broadest possible segment of society and safeguard welfare maxi-
mization, we need to understand what are the factors that move
elected representatives’ attention toward parochial interests.

A new approach to the study of political particularism

In this work, I propose an approach to the study of political par-
ticularism based on the idea that a politician can conceive her con-
stituency in a multitude of ways: as a geographic entity, as a set of
functional groups, or as a collection of individuals. To this aim, I
build on Eulau & Karps (1977)’s theory of styles and foci of “repre-
sentation as responsiveness”. Styles of responsiveness define the way
in which a legislator represents her voters. Policy responsiveness per-
tains to a legislator who represents her voters by sustaining their
policy orientation. Service responsiveness pertains to a legislator
who represents her voters by offering them non-legislative services,
like casework or resolution of grievances. Symbolic responsiveness
pertains to a legislator who represents her voters by generating
and maintaining a relationship of trust and support with them. Al-
locative responsiveness pertains to a legislator who represents her
voters by providing them goods and services. Foci define the way
a legislator perceives her constituency. A legislator who conceives
her constituency in terms of territorial levels has a geographic fo-
cus. A legislator who conceives her constituency in terms of a set of
functional groups has a group-related focus. A legislator who con-
ceives her constituency in terms of a collection of individuals has
an individual focus.

Political particularism pertains to distributive policies, and thus
it constitutes the main means through which an elected representa-
tive guarantees allocative responsiveness to her constituents. While
all legislators with an allocative style of representation will engage
in political particularism, legislators with a different focus will en-
gage in a different type of particularism. Geographic particular-
ism is the act of distributing goods and services to a deputy’s con-
stituency, conceived as a unique geographic entity; a typical exam-
ple would be an infrastructural intervention, like the construction
of a bridge or of a car park. Sectoral particularism is the act of
distributing goods and services to functional groups determined by
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sectors of the economy; a typical instance would be the distribution
of subsidies to the tourism sector, or the institution of an award for
the urban and architectural sector. Individual particularism is the
act of distributing goods and services to individual constituents;
a typical example would be the distribution of jobs in the public
sector via patron-client relationships.

Contrary to what I propose, most of the literature describes
political particularism as a purely geographical phenomenon. In
other words, scholars usually define an elected representative’s con-
stituency only in terms of its geographic location: the electoral dis-
trict. Only a few authors have described elected representatives’
willingness to serve the interests of narrower entities inside their
constituency, like a social group, a company, or even a single in-
dividual (e.g. Di Palma 1977; Pedrazzani & Zucchini 2013). Still,
these scholars do not formalize elected representatives’ willingness
to serve these interests in a comprehensive theory of political par-
ticularism, nor they connect it to politicians’ necessity to cultivate
a personal vote. This book aims to offer theoretical background
and empirical evidence of legislators propensity to favor the inter-
ests of diverse clientele residing in their constituency. Legislators
in search of a personal vote do not simply divert goods and ser-
vices to their districts, they also target the interests of specific
economic sectors or professional categories residing in their con-
stituencies. Even though national parliaments are elected through
a geographically-based mechanism, parliamentarians do not neces-
sarily perceive their electoral constituency as a geographic location
corresponding to their electoral district.

Why Italy?

To examine the connection between politicians’ search for a per-
sonal vote and political particularism, I analyze the legislative be-
havior of Italian members of parliament, as a case study of how this
causal mechanism works. A frequent issue that arises when perform-
ing single country analysis is that of limited generalizability. This
is often the consequence of choosing a context that is carefully se-
lected to bolster a particular standpoint. However, the choice of the
Italian case constitutes quite a different circumstance. First, anec-
dotal evidence of a strong presence of particularistic policymaking
in Italy has been reported by many scholars (e.g., Di Palma 1977).
Anecdotal accounts of high levels of political particularism’ in the
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Italian political scenario set the stage for a more in depth analysis,
that aims at providing compelling empirical evidence. Simply put,
we would like to be reasonably confident that we are choosing a
country/state/region where the phenomenon we want to analyze
actually manifests itself.

Moreover, by focusing on an in-depth single country analysis, I
have been able to produce a proxy of political particularism that
displays levels of measurement validity not feasible when perform-
ing cross-national analyses. To study political particularism, I have
developed four dictionaries of Italian particularism, and I have val-
idated them with the help of Italian-speaking individuals. Using
this procedure, I have been able to construct a measure of political
particularism that was tailor-made for the Italian case. Better at-
tuned measures lead to better findings, because they are specifically
conceived for capturing the phenomenon we want to analyze.

Finally, focusing on one country enabled me to offer an analy-
sis of political particularism that goes as deep as the individual
level. Many cross-country analyses end up being merely correla-
tional, when they study causal relationships that cannot be directly
inspected or measured at the national level. On the contrary, single-
country studies can achieve greater rigor in analyzing causal mech-
anisms that occur at the sub-national level, like the electoral con-
nection, exactly because they more easily produce individual-level
analyses (Golden 2005).

Automated text analysis of proposed legislation

To study the electoral connection, I employ automated text analytic
techniques. Political actors produce a great amount of written docu-
ments: bill proposals, electoral manifestos, parliamentary questions,
blog posts and many more. Content analysis gives us the oppor-
tunity to study politics beyond surveys or elections. By producing
fine-grained analyses of politically relevant texts, we can get insights
into legislative behavior, public opinion, and many other politically
relevant topics. Previous studies used manual content analysis to
inspect texts. These analyses were either limited to short periods of
time, or required prohibitive levels of resources to be accomplished
(e.g., Gamm & Kousser 2010). Thanks to automated text analysis
and natural language processing techniques, we can now scale up
the content analysis of documents and produce more detailed and
comprehensive studies that span longer periods of time.


