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Abstract
There is limited research on the way local councillors are expected to act as elected 
representatives, according to citizens and local councillors themselves. In addition, 
research is often quantitative and (mis?)guided by conceptualisations developed a 
long time ago with national politics in mind. This article presents the findings from 
secondary analysis of qualitative research with foremost open questions on local coun-
cillors’ representative roles among citizens (n=123) and local councillors (n=88) in Dutch 
municipalities. Citizens had no or low expectations, or preferred local councillors to 
listen, to be visible, and to keep promises. Local councillors’ expectations reflected the 
old roles of trustee and party delegate, and the new roles of democratic watchdog 
and ombuds politician, roles that they often combined. This latter finding underlines 
the need to explore the conceptual underpinnings of these concepts (for instance, 
combining elitist and participatory elements), to be careful with research in which 
these representative roles are presented as mutually exclusive, and to find out when 
and why local councillors switch from one to another role.
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Introduction
What are the expectations of citizens and local councillors of the latter’s representa-
tive role? That is the main question in this article. This concerns a fundamental rela-
tionship in local democracies. Local councillors stand in for citizens to rule on their 
behalf (cf. Rehfeld, 2018). Citizens’ expectations of representative roles feed into 
their evaluations of the way local councillors represented them in and between elec-
tions (Lauermann, 2014, p. 3). Criticism on the way local councillors act for citizens 
has been a reason for launching democratic innovations involving citizens directly 
in public policy-making, in particular in local politics. More recently, the way certain 
Dutch local councillors represent citizens has led to discussions, even in court. 
Whereas proponents of so-called ombudspolitiek argue that local councillors should 
(also) actively engage with particularistic interests of citizens, others prefer local 
elected representatives to orient themselves on the general interest of the entire 
local community. For this reason alone, an up-to-date exploration of expectations of 
councillors’ representative role is already welcome.

Thus far, research on (local) elected representatives often casts these expecta-
tions in concepts derived from the 18th-century political philosopher Edmund Burke; 
with trustees following their own judgement, delegates following their voters’ instruc-
tions, and party delegates following their electoral manifesto (see e.g. Eulau et al., 
1959; Karlsson, 2013; Verzichelli, 2020). These conceptualisations of representative 
roles have received severe criticism, however. Some argue that they are increasingly 
outdated (see e.g. Mansbridge, 2020). More fundamentally, others argue that the roles 
of trustee and delegate have always been too academic, as politicians have difficulty 
recognizing themselves in these representative roles (Andeweg & Thomassen, 2005; 
Carman, 2006; Searing, 1994). In addition, local politics has evolved quite substan-
tially, with the partial decline of parties and the expansion of direct citizen participa-
tion (Denters & Rose, 2005). It would therefore be no surprise if expectations of both 
citizens and local elected representatives of what the latter should do have changed 
beyond the traditional conceptualisations. This underlines the importance of empiri-
cally reassessing established conceptualisations and examining whether new expec-
tations regarding local councillors’ representative roles have emerged.

Qualitative research would be most suitable to do so, but it is fairly uncommon. 
That holds for local councillors’ expectations of their own representative roles, and 
even more so for citizens’ expectations. To the best of our knowledge, there is not 
even a single qualitative study that asks citizens about the representative roles of 
local councillors using open questions on what they expect from local councillors 
as their representatives. And that is problematic. As scholars, we may continue to 
describe a fundamental relationship in local democracy with conceptualisations that 
are not, less or no longer empirically valid. We may thus misinterpret how local coun-
cillors are expected to act on behalf of citizens.
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Fortunately, we can address this lacuna by leveraging qualitative data from 
various research projects, allowing secondary analysis of the views of citizens 
(total n=123) and local councillors (total n=88) on the latter’s representative roles 
in the Netherlands. With this variety of data, we address the question of what local 
councillors and citizens expect from councillors in their representative role. Dutch 
municipalities share features and challenges of local democracies in other Western 
countries, in particular, Nordic and Rhinelandic ones. Therefore, our findings may 
also offer insights into expectations of local councillors’ representative roles beyond 
the Netherlands.

The remainder of this article is structured as follows. In the next section, we 
discuss the traditional conceptualisations of representative roles, and recent alter-
natives that address the particularities of local democracy. In section 3, we describe 
which data from various research projects we used to examine the expectations 
of citizens and councillors in various Dutch municipalities. In section 4, we present 
our findings. The results show that traditional representative roles of party delegate 
and trustee can still be discerned among local councillors’ expectations. That also 
holds for alternative roles of democratic watchdog and ombuds politician. Strikingly, 
local councillors often combine these roles, also in more unexpected ways. Citizens’ 
expectations can hardly be structured according to the conceptualisations from 
scholarly literature, if they have expectations at all. Recurring expectations among 
citizens are local councillors standing up for citizens’ neighbourhoods, being visible, 
listening to citizens, and being knowledgeable, as well as being honest and keeping 
promises. Finally, in section 5, we conclude that our results cast serious doubts on 
quantitative studies presenting the three traditional representative roles as mutu-
ally exclusive options, as local councillors may switch from one role to another. A 
fundamental rethinking of the representative roles used in our studies of (local) 
representative politics is therefore required.

Conceptualisations of (Local) Representative Roles

Three Traditional Conceptualisations of Representative Roles
Representation is the key concept here. As Hannah Pitkin (1967, p. 8) stated in her 
classic study on this concept, representation is making something “in some sense” 
present again. That “making present again” can be done in various ways. For instance, 
representatives may stand for citizens by mirroring one or more features of the popu-
lation, such as gender, age, class, education, or colour. This so-called descriptive 
representation has received considerable attention under the heading of “politics of 
presence”, in which the identities of representatives have become a key democratic 
concern (Phillips, 1995).
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Representation can also be understood as acting for the represented, whereby 
representatives stand in for citizens, with the power to rule on their behalf (Rehfeld, 
2018). In principle, all political activities of (local) representatives could thus be 
perceived as a matter of active representation. Whether they determine policy goals, 
legislate, vote, or scrutinize the executive, they rule on behalf of others. In the late 
1950s, Eulau and colleagues (1959) invigorated the empirical study of the various 
ways elected representatives act on behalf of others. They distinguished the focus 
and style of representation. Focus refers to whom an elected representative seeks to 
represent, such as inhabitants of a certain territory, a group in society, or the entire 
population. Style refers to the way in which, or how, a representative actively repre-
sents; the latter is what we concentrate on here.

Eulau et al. (1959, 1962) subsume the various styles of active representation 
under elected representatives’ various roles. In the understanding of Eulau and 
others, a role has a rather normative connotation, namely: “…[a] coherent sets of 
norms thought to apply to holders of a position” (Eulau et al., 1962, p. 8). Similarly, 
we understand here the representative roles of local councillors as the various ways 
they are expected to behave on behalf of their citizens’ interests, that is, how they 
should act in the interest of the represented according to both citizens and local 
councillors themselves.

Three styles stand out in empirical studies of elected representatives’ roles: 
trustee, delegate, and party delegate (Blomgren & Rosenberg, 2012; Verzichelli, 
2020). That also holds for the limited set of studies of representative roles at the local 
level (see e.g. Copus, 2016; De Smedt et al., 2024; Karlsson, 2013). Eulau et al. (1959) 
were crucial to the development of these roles, whereby they drew on the ideas of 
the conservative political philosopher Edmund Burke (1774).

Burke developed his ideas on representative roles in the context of national poli-
tics. Based on extensive information about citizens’ views and needs, as well as delib-
eration with fellow representatives, trustees decide, based on their own judgment, 
what they believe best serves the general interest and the common good of the polit-
ical community as a whole. Trustees thus act independently from their constituents 
or other partial interests, making it a rather elitist understanding of representation. 
In contrast, delegates follow the instructions of their voters, regardless of their own 
opinion. Delegates are thus bound by the (electoral) mandate they were given. Given 
the more prominent role of political parties in European politics, especially at the 
national level, researchers added an additional conceptualization: the party delegate 
(also called the party soldier or partisan) (see e.g. Converse & Pierce, 1986). Party 
delegates follow the instructions from their party when they rule on behalf of citizens. 
Both voter delegates and party delegates may have a specific, narrow understanding 
of the general interest. Trustees, conversely, seek to serve the general interests 
beyond the divided views among parties and voters, relying on their own judgement 
after deliberation among representatives of different creeds and backgrounds.
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Table 1. Three traditional representative roles in empirical research

Representative role Definition

Trustee Representatives well-informed of citizens’ concerns, deciding 
after deliberation with fellow representatives according to 
their own judgement on what is best for the common good of 
the entire political community

Delegate Representatives deciding according to the instructions of 
their voters

Party delegate Representatives deciding according to the instructions of 
their party

Fundamental Criticism on the Traditional Representative Roles
Even though empirical studies of representative roles are still often guided by the 
three roles of trustee, delegate, and party delegate, these conceptualisations and 
their application in research have received fundamental scholarly criticism. We 
address four points of criticism that are directly relevant for empirical research on 
the expectations of citizens and local councillors on the latter’s roles.

First, representatives do not stick to one representative role per se. Eulau et 
al. (1959) already acknowledged this when conceptualising the so-called politico, a 
representative who acts as trustee or delegate depending on the situation. In accord-
ance, others argued that it would be more relevant to study when and why repre-
sentatives switch roles (see e.g., Andeweg, 1997). Surveys among representatives, 
however, often present these roles as mutually exclusive by asking how represent-
atives would vote if a conflict arises between their own opinion, the party’s opinion, 
and their voters’ opinion (see with respect to local councillors, e.g. De Smedt et al., 
2024; Karlsson, 2013). In this way, representatives cannot indicate to what extent 
their role depends on the situation or issue at hand.

A second point of criticism concerns the lack of explanatory power of the concep-
tualisations (Blomgren & Rozenberg, 2012). Although a relationship between repre-
sentative styles and preferences regarding participation has been established 
empirically at the national and local level (see e.g. De Smedt et al., 2024; Junius et 
al., 2020), several decades of research did not yet produce a significant relationship 
between representatives’ self-conceived styles and their parliamentary behaviour, 
at least at the national level (Verzichelli, 2020). This raises doubts about the empirical 
value of the traditional conceptualisations.

A third point of criticism relates to the applicability of these traditional concep-
tualisations of representative roles in current politics. Mansbridge, for instance, 
talks of the “fading usefulness of the ‘trustee vs. delegate concept’” (2020, p. 38). In 
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reality, the delegate is, for example, barely seen, not least because it is often formally 
forbidden for parliamentarians to vote according to a mandate. In addition, as Mans-
bridge (2020) argues, the elitist connotation of the trustee conflicts with the voters’ 
growing desire to have elected representatives who are ‘like them’. Furthermore, 
the elitist role of trustee fits less with the growing opportunities for direct citizen 
participation at the local level, in particular. Other scholars also refer to the “decline 
of the party delegate”, because of the decreasing societal embeddedness of political 
parties (Verzichelli, 2020, p. 243). This criticism further questions the empirical value 
of the traditional conceptualisations.

More fundamentally, some scholars have dismissed the traditional representa-
tive roles of trustee and delegate as an intellectual invention that does not resonate 
in actual political practice. Specifically, these researchers encounter empirical diffi-
culties in describing representative roles in these terms (see e.g. Searing, 1994). Poli-
ticians, for example, struggle to define themselves as trustee and delegate (Andeweg 
& Thomassen, 2005, p. 509). Or, as Gambacciani (2024, p. 191) straightforwardly 
states, “the categories of ‘delegate’ or ‘trustee’ do not exist in the minds of politi-
cians”. The traditional conceptualisations of representative roles may thus be even 
devoid of empirical reality.

New Conceptualisations of Representative Roles
These fundamental criticisms have led to a wide variety of new conceptualisations 
of representation. Some of them were focusing on the mechanisms of representa-
tion, for instance, with voters providing their representatives a mandate based on 
the latters’ electoral promises, representatives aligning their behaviour in anticipa-
tion of what voters would appreciate in the next elections, citizens conveying their 
views from below via representatives, or candidates seeking top-down support for 
their views (see e.g. Andeweg and Thomassen, 2005; Dassonneville et al, 2021; Mans-
bridge, 2003). Other conceptualisations focused rather on representation by political 
parties in terms of promise-keeping, responsiveness to public opinion, and enacting 
the common good (see e.g. Werner, 2018).

New conceptualisations have also been developed to grasp individual politicians’ 
representative roles. Two of these conceptualisations are potentially relevant for 
local councillors’ representation. The first one involves representatives addressing 
particularistic interests through service responsiveness (Eulau & Karps, 1978). 
Service responsiveness entails casework for individual citizens or organisations, with 
representatives helping them with their specific complaints, problems, grievances, 
and requests, for instance, with respect to welfare outlays or permits (see e.g. Fenno, 
1978; Searing, 1994). Local elected representatives addressing particularistic griev-
ances, interests and needs of individual citizens and organisations have also been 
recognized as a representative role (Denters, 2005). In a guide on representative 
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styles of Dutch local councillors, it is called an ombudsperson (Tops & Zouridis, 2002). 
We therefore label this representative role ombuds politician. This role is rather incom-
patible with the role of the trustee, as its focus on particularistic interests is clearly at 
odds with the trustee’s focus on the general interest of the entire political community. 
Ombuds politicians are different from party and voters’ delegates, as they address 
individual complaints and grievances also from citizens who did not vote for them 
or their party. The role of ombuds politician may yet also be complementary to the 
role of party delegate (by serving the particularistic interests of party affiliates) and 
voters’ delegate (by serving the particularistic interests of constituents).

In comparative studies of national and sub-national politics, regional repre-
sentatives are more constituency-oriented than national ones (André, Depauw, & 
Deschouwer, 2016). Regional representatives attach more value to their constitu-
ents’ opinions than to their parties’ opinions, and also prioritise the interests of their 
constituencies more. Closer proximity of citizens in sub-national politics thus seems 
to entail differences in “representatives” focus and style. As a consequence, findings 
of representative roles at one level of government do not necessarily (fully) apply to 
another. Local politics differs from national politics, with many more laymen poli-
ticians, much more opportunities for direct citizen participation, a typically larger 
share of migrant voters, closer proximity to voters, the presence of local independent 
lists, and often a more pragmatic, less ideological nature of decision-making. These 
differences may matter for the representative roles local councillors and citizens 
want the former to adopt.

Local politics differ in particular from national politics with respect to the exten-
sive opportunities for direct citizen participation. These opportunities challenge the 
position of the local council as the voice of the people in local policy-making (Denters, 
2005). They allow citizens to contribute themselves directly to local policy-making 
instead of indirectly through local councillors. Some councillors in the Netherlands 
indicate, indeed, that their representative function has been weakened by citizen 
participation (Wagenaar et al., 2024). In response, local councillors may (also) adopt 
a new representative role. In this respect, Denters (2005) conceptualised the repre-
sentative role of democratic watchdog, guarding the democratic quality of deci-
sion-making processes. In this role, local councillors embrace citizen participation, 
recognising the emancipated citizens to speak for themselves in local policy-making. 
It is therefore a non-elitist role, in contrast to the trustee role, as trustees consider 
themselves better placed to make decisions than ‘ordinary’ citizens (Denters et al., 
2020). In the role of democratic watchdog, local councillors perceive citizen participa-
tion as a means to strengthen the democratic quality of today’s multi-level network 
governance (see also Moors & Stans, 2025). They can expand citizen participation to 
enhance responsiveness and accountability in the present-day myriad of (semi-)‌pri-
vate and public organisations involved in local policy-making and public service 
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delivery, which has resulted from processes of decentralisation, privatisation, amal-
gamation, intermunicipal cooperation and Europeanisation (Denters, 2005). In 
response to well-known inequalities in citizen participation, local councillors can 
also facilitate equal access to decision-making for all citizens and local organisations 
(Denters, 2005). Instead of following their own judgment or the instructions of voters 
or parties, they seek to take the interests and needs of all stakeholders into account 
in decision-making, also the interests and needs of stakeholders who could not take 
part in citizen participation. According to Denters (2005), the role of democratic 
watchdog can be supplementary to other representative roles, as citizens cannot be 
actively involved in all issues.

Table 2. Two new conceptualisations of representative roles

Representative role Definition

Ombuds politician Representatives addressing particularistic interests, 
grievances, and needs of individual citizens, enterprises, or 
local organisations

Democratic watchdog Representatives guarding the democratic quality of decision-
making, by facilitating citizens’ equal access to decision-
making, and taking the interests of all involved (including the 
unheard one) into account in decision-making 

The need for and the lack of qualitative studies with open questions
Which conceptualisations of representatives’ roles do citizens and local councillors 
expect the latter to adopt? Given criticisms on the traditional conceptualisations 
and the variety of proposed new conceptualisations, empirically, remarkably little is 
known about this. Quantitative studies of Dutch citizens’ and local councillors’ views 
on the democratic watchdog constitute a proverbial exception, providing prelimi-
nary evidence for the empirical relevance of this representative role (see Denters, 
2017; Denters et al., 2020; Vollaard et al., 2025).

Even more strikingly, for a long time, specifically citizens’ views on representation 
were rather neglected, in contrast to extensive quantitative research on the views of 
national elected representatives (Grill, 2007, pp. 3–4). In recent years, the number of 
quantitative studies of citizens’ views has increased (see e.g. Barker & Carman, 2010; 
Carman, 2006, 2007; Dassonneville et al., 2021; Lapinski et al., 2016; Lauermann, 
2014). These studies provide the basis for comparative studies of the expectations of 
both citizens and their representatives. These studies are necessary, as a mismatch 
in expectations may contribute to people’s lower satisfaction with democracy (see 
e.g. André & Depauw, 2017; Mongrain et al., 2025). What is striking about the limited 
number of studies examining the (mis)match between the expectations of citizens 
and elected representatives (see e.g. André & Depauw, 2017; Bengtson & Wass, 2010; 
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Mongrain et al., 2025; Von Schoultz & Wass, 2016; Wass & Nemcok, 2020; and the 
first one at the local level, Vollaard et al., 2025) is that they are foremost guided by 
traditional conceptualisations of representative roles (though see Andeweg & Thom-
assen, 2005; Pedersen, 2020), for which they may not (fully) grasp the (mis)matches 
in expectations. The aim of this article is not to compare the expectations of citizens 
and local councillors of the latter’s representative roles. Instead, this article is a first 
step to find out which conceptualisations of representative roles should guide future 
(also comparative) studies of local politics.

Qualitative research with open questions is most suitable to examine the current 
expectations of representative roles among citizens and elected officials. Such a 
fundamental reality check has been foremost missing, however (Wass & Nemcok, 
2020, p. 334). In general, there are only a few qualitative studies that examine views 
of citizens and elected representatives using open questions. Two exceptions are 
focus groups with Dutch citizens that address (1) the issue of representation directly 
(Dekker & Den Ridder, 2018), and (2) their expectations of politicians (Van Miltenburg 
et al., 2024). When asked for their first associations with the concept of representa-
tion, citizens initially remained silent (Dekker & Den Ridder, 2018). While they do not 
use the concept of representation on a regular basis, citizens in general associate 
it with an individual acting on behalf of someone, such as lawyers for their clients, 
or parents for their children. Based on Dekker and Den Ridder’s (2018) findings, 
a good representative should share the same substantive positions as the repre-
sented, achieving the desired results. When focused on national politicians, citizens 
expected politicians to listen to the people, to empathise with and understand their 
constituents, to communicate openly and clearly, to make promises real, and to 
be knowledgeable. The other focus groups confirmed that Dutch citizens’ expecta-
tions of politicians are high (Van Miltenburg et al., 2024, pp. 34–78). Responsiveness 
turned out to be key in citizens’ expectations: Politicians should listen, be attentive 
to citizens’ concerns, explain, keep close contact with citizens, and be present in 
the country (“het land ingaan”) – and adjust policies to meet those interests. Thus, 
existing studies showed that citizens overwhelmingly want politicians to be well-in-
formed about citizens’ preferences and decide accordingly as a delegate. However, 
citizens also want them to serve the general interest, following their own common 
sense (“gezond verstand” ). The latter expectation relates to the role of trustee, even 
though a large majority does not want politicians to follow their own judgment 
regardless of the (party) group they represent. The combination of elements of the 
roles of delegate and trustee seems to be contradictory. However, when citizens 
are convinced that the majority of the population shares a single understanding of 
the general interest, this would be compatible (Van Miltenburg et al., 2024, p. 58). 
Citizens’ democratic views thus have a majoritarian streak, although they might be 
empirically mistaken about how many fellow citizens share their views.
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To the best of our knowledge, there are no qualitative studies with open questions 
on citizens’ and local councillors’ expectations of the latter as elected representa-
tives. Our article is a first step to explore to what extent traditional conceptualis-
ations of trustee, delegate, and party delegate still feature among them, and to find 
out whether their expectations are (also) informed by alternative conceptualisations 
such as ombuds politician and democratic watchdog. The next section explains how 
this will be done.

Data and methods
Ideally, a qualitative exploration of citizens’ and local councillors’ expectations of 
the latter’s representative roles would be systematically designed, in which rele-
vant contextual factors (such as size and level of urbanisation of a municipality), the 
selection of respondents, the interviewers, the interview questions, and interview 
settings are determined in advance to enhance the trustworthiness of the findings. 
A balanced selection of respondents can strengthen the transferability, allowing 
us to apply the findings to other situations. A structured set-up of interviewing can 
prevent biases in data collection and interpretation, enhancing the credibility and 
confirmability of the findings.

We do not have data collected in such an ideal setting, however. Instead, we can 
rely on data collected in a variety of qualitative research projects with foremost 
open questions, which could yet provide a preliminary answer to the question what 
citizens and local councillors expect of the latter’s representative roles. Secondary 
analysis of various sources entails disadvantages. Different interviewers, different 
interview questions, and interview settings may result in data that are not fully indi-
cating the same political phenomenon, in casu, the representative roles of local 
councillors. Transferability of the findings may be hampered by a certain bias in the 
selection of respondents in the various research projects. Nevertheless, a variety of 
data sources also provides an opportunity for triangulation. If a finding consistently 
emerges across a diversity of interview settings, its confirmability would be stronger.

Most importantly, all data sources used are based on qualitative studies with 
open questions concerning their expectations of local councillors. That allows us to 
find out how citizens and local councillors formulate their expectations themselves 
instead of being forced to respond to pre-defined (traditional) conceptualisations of 
representative roles. Even where we started with a relatively closed question, we 
asked them subsequently to explain why, offering the opportunity to reflect with the 
researcher on their answers.

All data were collected in the Netherlands. Recent studies among all Dutch munic-
ipalities provide quantitative evidence of the relevance of the roles of party dele-
gate, trustee, and democratic watchdog, both among citizens and local councillors 
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(Denters et al., 2020; Vollaard et al., 2025). Qualitative studies would thus also consti-
tute a check on the empirical value of these conceptualisations of (local) represent-
ative roles.

In addition, local democracies in the Netherlands share features with certain local 
democracies elsewhere, for which findings can also be transferable beyond Dutch 
local politics. First, the relation between citizens and local councillors is shaped by 
the electoral system and council size. Local councils in the Netherlands are elected 
through a system of proportional representation with open party lists, which is the 
most common system among European countries (Gendźwiłł et al., 2022). In the 
Netherlands, the size of councils varies according to population size, as everywhere 
else. The average size of Dutch local councils of 24.3 members is in the same range 
as Belgium (23.2), Lithuania (24), Denmark (24.8) and Norway (26.2) (Gendźwiłł et al., 
2022). The average population size of Dutch municipalities of about 50,000 inhab-
itants is yet above the EU’s average of 22,000 and also Belgium (20,000), but in the 
same higher-end category as Sweden (36,000), Lithuania (47,000), and Denmark 
(60,000) (Prorok & Calzola, 2026). As elsewhere, local councillors in the Netherlands 
are laymen, for whom their political function is fulfilled in addition to other activities 
such as work (Gendźwiłł et al., 2022). In the Netherlands, local independent lists play 
a prominent role in local councils (holding about one third of the seats), in contrast 
to Denmark and Sweden (below 5 per cent), but in the same medium category as 
Germany, Switzerland, and Belgium (Gendźwiłł et al., 2022).

The horizontal power relations within local governments also impact on the rela-
tionship between inhabitants and local councillors. Collective leadership with limited 
to modest mayoral strength, as in the Netherlands, is also to be seen in Belgium, 
Switzerland, Denmark, England (in local governments of the so-called leader-cabinet 
type), certain parts of Germany, and Czechia (Heinelt et al., 2018). Dutch mayors are 
appointed by the national government following the recommendation of the local 
council. In most other European countries, mayors are directly or indirectly elected 
(Gendźwiłł et al., 2022).

The powers of local governments can also influence the relationship between 
citizens and local councillors. According to the Local Autonomy Index, Dutch local 
governments’ degree of autonomy is average (60 out of 100), similar to Belgium, 
Luxembourg, Czechia, and Lithuania, but lower than in Sweden, Denmark, and Swit-
zerland (more than 70) (Ladner et al., 2023).

Finally, the relationship between citizens and local councillors has been shaped 
by the developments featuring in many other local governments in Western democ-
racies, such as New Public Management, increasing opportunities for citizen involve-
ment in policy-making, intermunicipal cooperation, decentralisation, privatisation, 
Europeanisation and rising populism (Callanan and Loughlin, 2021; Denters & Rose, 
2005).
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All in all, Dutch local democracies share similarities with many local democracies 
elsewhere. Given the specific aspects shaping the relationship between citizens and 
local councillors, they resemble more closely local democracies in Nordic and Rhine-
landic countries such as Belgium and Sweden. The findings are therefore more likely 
to apply in these latter cases.

Citizens’ Expectations: Qualitative Research in Two Municipalities
We study citizens’ expectations of local councillors based on qualitative interviews 
conducted in two research projects in two different municipalities, using the same 
methods of data collection. In both projects, we conducted so-called street inter-
views with citizens, as these also facilitate access to (digitally) illiterate, non-Dutch 
speaking, and survey-weary citizens who are hard to reach with internet question-
naires. The first project focused on citizens in a large urban conglomeration with 
many relatively poor people (n=113), the second on a relatively wealthy mid-sized 
amalgamated municipality harbouring a variety of countryside villages, hamlets, 
and small towns (n=20). The interviews in the first municipality were conducted in 
October-November 2022; the interviews in the second municipality in June 2025. 
The interviews took place in different parts of the municipalities. In the large urban 
conglomeration, we selected four districts that varied in the turnout rates in the 2022 
municipal elections: two districts with a turnout below the municipal average, one 
around the municipal average, and one with a relatively high turnout. These differ-
ences in turnout largely coincide with socioeconomic differences, with the districts 
with the lowest turnout also being those with the lowest socioeconomic status. In 
both municipalities, we conducted interviews at different locations (near primary 
schools; in a petting zoo; in shopping centres; in parks, etc.), and at different times. 
Although we approached people largely at random, we did pay attention to variation 
in gender, age, and ethnic background.

As part of this qualitative endeavour, we used open questions, not pre-informed 
by conceptualisations of any representative role. We did not ask specifically what 
people thought of the concept of representation, as previous research indicated that 
people are rather unfamiliar with the word (Dekker & Den Ridder, 2018). In the first 
municipality, we usually began with a question such as “Are you familiar with this 
area?” or “Do you live nearby?”. If people answered yes, we explained that we were 
conducting research on voter turnout in the municipal elections in the neighbour-
hood and that we would like to ask them a few questions about it. We then asked 
them whether they voted in the municipal elections of 2022 and why they did or did 
not do so, since this was the project’s main research question (see Van Bochove et 
al., 2023).

Since the municipal elections of 2022 were already a few years ago when we 
conducted the street interviews in the second municipality, we started there with a 
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different question, namely, whether someone liked to live in that municipality. In both 
municipalities, we then asked them whether certain things should be done differ-
ently or better in their municipality, and to whom they did or would address their 
concerns. We also asked to what extent local councillors would feature as potential 
access point for their concerns, and why (not). Most crucially, we furthermore asked 
them what they expect from local councillors, whether they would be willing (or not) 
to vote in local council elections, and why (not).

The street interviews usually took a few minutes, up to a maximum of 20 minutes. 
The interviews were not recorded. Interviewers took notes and wrote out the spoken 
text soon after. The statements from citizens presented in the findings section are 
therefore not verbatim quotes, but reconstructed summaries based on field notes, 
aiming to reflect their intended meaning as accurately as possible. All citizen respond-
ents were asked for their consent with using their statements anonymously in our 
studies.

We analysed the data from the street interviews with citizens in the two munic-
ipalities deductively, using the five representative roles described in the literature, 
and inductively. We used qualitative data analysis software Atlas.ti for coding. We 
could find hardly any references alluding to the traditional or new representative 
roles, for which we formulated instead the broad code ‘expectations of council-
lors’, containing 10 sub-codes (such as ‘no expectations’, ‘listening to citizens’, ‘being 
visible’, ‘being honest’, ‘keeping promises’, and ‘standing up for certain groups’). In 
presenting the findings, we have combined these codes into four categories (1. No 
or low expectations; 2. Standing up for (certain groups in) the neighbourhood; 3. 
Being visible, listening to citizens, and knowing what is going on; 4. Being honest and 
keeping promises) and a residual category.

Councillors’ Expectations: Three Data Sources From a Variety of 
Municipalities
Data on councillors’ expectations come from three qualitative data sources that all 
include foremost open questions on representation. The first data source is drawn 
from a research project examining the way local councillors cope with aggres-
sion (R1). This project also included the question which role they like the most 
–  representation (“volksvertegenwoordiging” ), setting policy goals (“kaderstelling” ), or 
scrutiny (“controle” ) – and why. For over 20 years, local councillors have been taught 
to describe their roles in these three terms, which means that these roles are very 
familiar to them. We thus hoped to gain insight into how they perceived their repre-
sentative role, drawing from a wide variety of interviewees (n=60). The 60 participants 
were recruited from nine urban and rural municipalities in the provinces of Utrecht, 
South Holland, and North Brabant. Participants varied in age, years of council experi-
ence, gender, affiliation with a local or national party, and occupational background. 
Together, they constituted a representative cross-section of the overall population of 
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Dutch municipal councillors. The interviews were conducted between January 2024 
and March 2025. All participants provided written informed consent prior to taking 
part in the interview, and all the interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed 
verbatim (or near-verbatim). To guarantee the anonymity promised to the respond-
ents, we only refer here to their gender, their age category, and the size of their munic-
ipality.

The second data source is derived from the research project on turnout and 
representation in a large city we referred to above, in which we also asked local coun-
cillors (n=15) what they expect from local councillors in January and February 2023 
(R2). Local councillors were given a form on which they could answer several ques-
tions anonymously, to be submitted two weeks later. This allowed them to reflect on 
their answers. One question started relatively closed: “What do you see as a right 
interpretation of your representative role? Do you want to follow the party line, act 
according to your own judgment, or consider all interests and needs? And why?” 
(“Wat zie jij als een goede invulling van je volksvertegenwoordigende rol? Wil jij vooral de 
partijlijn volgen, naar eigen inzicht handelen of alle belangen en behoeften meewegen? En 
waarom?” ). They could, and did, motivate their answer to this question. In addition, 
we also reflected with them on the questions in a two-hour session on turnout and 
representation in their municipality.

The third data source is derived from a research project on political representa-
tion (R3), involving a series of individual interviews with local councillors in a munic-
ipality (in which we also held interviews with citizens), varying in terms of party 
affiliation, age, function (back bencher; council group leader) and policy focus (n=13). 
The entire interview was devoted to the theme of representation, whereby we specif-
ically asked them to define this concept. We also asked them whether they could 
provide instances of good and bad representative activities by local councillors 
(including themselves), and explain why they would perceive these instances as good 
or bad. All respondents were asked for their consent to use their statements anony-
mously in our studies.

We analysed these three different sources the same way, seeking traces of the 
various representative roles conceptualised. The codes used to determine these 
roles are as follows (based on Denters et al., 2020):
	– Trustee: focus on general interest of the entire community; competent; listen to 

others’ arguments and expertise before deciding according to own judgement
	– Party delegate: presenting party message in municipal council; follow party’s 

programme and voters when making decisions
	– Democratic watchdog: monitoring democratic quality decision-making; provide 

citizens and local organisations access to decision-making; guarantees that all 
interests are taken into account in decision-making

	– Ombuds politician: addressing particularistic interests, grievances, and needs of 
individual citizens, groups, organisations or specific parts of the municipality
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In addition to the operationalised roles, we kept our eyes open for other potential 
understandings of the way local councillors are expected to act in the interests of 
inhabitants. Thus, we adopted both a deductive and inductive analysis, as was done 
with the citizen data. Table 3 summarizes the data collections among citizens and 
local councillors.

Table 3. Overview of data collections among citizens and local councillors

Type of 
actors

Research 
format

Location Timing Respond-
ents

Key questions 

Citizens Street interviews 
on local turnout 
and representa-
tion

Various neigh-
bourhoods in 
large urban 
conglomeration

October- 
November 
2022

n = 113 –	 Where do you address 
your concerns on local 
issues?

–	 What do you expect 
from local councillors?

Citizens Street inter-
views on local 
representation

Across 
mid-sized, 
partly rural 
amalgamated 
municipality

June 2025 n = 20 –	 Where do you address 
your concerns on local 
issues? 

–	 What do you expect 
from local councillors?

Local 
councillors

Interviews on 
response to 
aggression

From nine 
urban and rural 
municipalities

January 
2024 – 
March 
2025

n = 60 –	 Which role (including 
representation) do you 
like most and why? 

Local 
councillors 

Open survey and 
focus group on 
local turnout and 
representation

Large urban 
conglomeration

January – 
February 
2023

n = 15 –	 What do you consider 
the right interpretation 
of your representative 
role and why?

Local 
councillors 

Interviews on 
local representa-
tion

Mid-sized, 
partly rural 
amalgamated 
municipality

2022 - 
2025

n = 13 –	 How do you define 
representation?

–	 What constitutes a good 
and bad example of 
representation and why?

Findings

Citizens’ Expectations of Local Councillors’ Representative Roles
Based on the street interviews in the two municipalities, it became clear that many 
citizens have low levels of trust in politics and politicians, both locally and nationally. 
Many mentioned that they do not feel seen or heard as citizens, and that politicians, 
in their view, are unaware of the problems people face in their daily lives – espe-
cially in poorer neighbourhoods (see Van Bochove et al., 2023). When asked about 
their expectations of local councillors, this feeling of not being adequately repre-
sented was echoed. From the responses, we identified four types of expectations 
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that citizens have of local councillors. First of all, citizens across all four districts of 
the large municipality, as well as in the mid-sized municipality, mentioned that they 
do not have any – or very low – expectations of local councillors. Two other types of 
expectations – relating to visibility and honesty – were also found in both municipali-
ties. The expectation of standing up for the district – or for specific groups within it – 
was more commonly found in the large municipality, particularly in districts where 
many citizens felt ‘abandoned’ by politicians, which tended to be the municipality’s 
poorer areas. We further explain these types of expectations and illustrate them 
with quotes from the street interviews. After that, we reflect on how these findings 
relate to the ideal-typical roles of representatives as described in the literature.

No or Low Expectations
Citizens often have few or no expectations of local councillors. Some citizens 
mention that this is due to a lack of knowledge. For example, a respondent said: “I 
am unaware of what municipal government entails and what local councillors actu-
ally do, so I do not have any expectations about it” (female, 26, large municipality). 
Another respondent said: “I have no idea who is in the local council and what a local 
councillor does” (female, middle-aged, large municipality). Low or no expectations 
are not only based on a lack of familiarity with the work and personal identity of 
local councillors, but often also on a lack of trust. “I do not trust the municipality of 
[city name], and therefore I do not have any expectations of municipal councillors”, 
a respondent (male, 50, large municipality) said. Particularly in neighbourhoods with 
traditionally low voter turnout, voting is regarded as a futile effort. Citizens in these 
neighbourhoods often perceive politics as serving ‘the rich’, while ‘ordinary people’ 
do not attract attention (see also: Van Bochove, Klarenbeek & Moors, 2022). This lack 
of confidence in itself also contributes to low expectations of local councillors. Some 
respondents stated that national and European politicians have a greater impact 
on what happens locally than local politicians. Even if a local councillor wishes to 
advocate for a particular district or neighbourhood, this effort is seen as having 
little impact: “They can’t do anything. They are ruled by Brussels” (female, 80+, large 
municipality). While most citizens who have no or low expectations base these on 
negative images of municipal councillors, sometimes citizens also have low expecta-
tions because they are satisfied with how things are going in their municipality. For 
instance, a respondent mentioned:

I don’t really have expectations [of local councillors]. It’s okay the way it is, I guess. 
But still, I do respect that they do it. It doesn’t seem like something I’d enjoy – always 
having people complain to you. It takes up a lot of time. I do appreciate that. (female, 
65, middle-sized municipality)
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Standing up for (Certain Groups in) the Neighbourhood
When citizens have expectations of municipal councillors, these often centre on the 
hope that local councillors will stand up for (certain groups experiencing difficulties 
in) their neighbourhood. This expectation is most prevalent in the large municipality. 
While the literature on different representative roles of local councillors distinguishes 
between focusing on general interest (‘trustee’) and on individual citizens (‘ombuds 
politicians’), many citizens actually expect a focus on a level in between. The rele-
vance of local councillors is perceived at the scale of specific groups within particular 
neighbourhoods. For example, one respondent stated: “I expect a local councillor to 
organise more support for families and young people in the neighbourhood” (male, 
23, large municipality). Another interviewee was sceptical about the municipality’s 
presence in their neighbourhood. He said: “I hope that local councillors could offer 
more support to people facing financial and other difficulties” (male, 25, large munic-
ipality). Similarly, a citizen of the middle-sized municipality said: “The municipality 
mostly focuses on older people, not so much on the youth. Especially teenagers, 
around the age of fifteen. If there were more activities for them, you’d probably 
see less, um… crime”. Numerous citizens in both municipalities view safety as a key 
concern in their neighbourhoods. One of the respondents said: “Local councillors 
should think more about safety than about permits” (female, 59, large municipality). 
In some cases, citizens’ expectations do come close to the image of local council-
lors as ‘ombuds politicians’ who focus on individual citizens’ interests. Respondents 
mention examples concerning housing (“our current home is too small for a family 
with five children”), foundation and sewer problems, and future plans about a recre-
ational area that a respondent often uses.

Being Visible, Listening to Citizens and Knowing What is Going On
The expectation that local councillors stand up for a certain (group of people in the) 
neighbourhood is often combined with the expectation of visibility and approach-
ability. One respondent argued that councillors should make themselves seen in 
the neighbourhood as much as possible, “not just during elections”. She continued: 
“Councillors should feel engaged to show their face and occasionally walk around 
the district” (female, 47, large municipality). Another respondent said: “There is 
little contact between politicians and the people” (female, 70+, large municipality). 
According to citizens in both municipalities, local councillors must know what is 
happening in (different neighbourhoods in) the municipality. Regular visits to the 
neighbourhood, and talking and listening to people living there, are often mentioned 
as ways to achieve this. Several respondents expressed the view that local politicians 
are too far removed from the daily realities of citizens. One of them said:
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I think it’s important that they listen to people’s concerns. I feel like they’re pretty far 
removed from reality. They should send council members out into the field, to have 
conversations like this, to be visible. (female, 34, middle-sized municipality)

Another respondent said: “They should come and live here for a while. Aldermen all 
live in nice houses” (male, 65+, large municipality). Another respondent also referred 
to the difference in socioeconomic status between local councillors and ordinary 
citizens: “They have no idea what poverty is. If you don’t have to deal with it, you 
also don’t know what’s going on” (female, 61, large municipality). In short, citizens 
experience a distance between their daily reality and the policies implemented by 
the municipality. Lived experience of problems and talking to real people, instead of 
policy based on numbers, is what many citizens consider necessary.

Being Honest and Keeping Promises
Citizens expect local councillors to be honest and to be held accountable for what 
they say. “You don’t vote for lies”, as one respondent put it (male, 33, large munici-
pality). Another remarked: “There are people you have some confidence in, but no 
one really stands out. They have to earn it” (female, 70+, large municipality). She 
believes that everything done should “have a clear rationale and justification; that’s 
how you build trust. No empty words. Honesty lasts the longest”. Still, some are 
more critical: “They lie through their teeth. You don’t have a say” (male, 70+, large 
municipality). Many citizens, above all, expect honest and transparent communica-
tion, especially when previously made promises cannot be fulfilled. What citizens 
long for is to be heard, acknowledged, and treated justly (Moors & Stans, 2025).

Other expectations. While the above-mentioned expectations were most prevalent, 
other expectations were sometimes also mentioned. For example, a respondent 
mentioned that she expects that municipal councillors “represent the vision that 
voters endorse by supporting their party” (female, 30+, large municipality). This 
reflects the representative role of the ‘party delegate’ as described in the literature. 
A few respondents also gave answers that relate to the ‘democratic watchdog’. A 
respondent, for instance, said: “I expect from local councillors that they are critical of 
the municipal executive. There are always big plans to stroke their own egos, costing 
another 100 million more than planned. They need to be more critical of that” (male, 
45, large municipality).

In sum, the results of the citizen interviews show that citizens’ expectations of local 
councillors mainly align with Pitkin’s (1967, p. 209) classical definition of representa-
tion: councillors are expected to act “in the interest of the represented, in a manner 
responsive to them.” Of the five ideal-typical roles described in the literature, only 
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elements of the ombuds politician role were found regularly, with local councillors 
expected to seek solutions for problems of individual citizens. Additionally, a few 
respondents gave answers that relate to the roles of party delegate and democratic 
watchdog.

After focusing on citizens’ perspectives, we now turn to how local councillors 
themselves view their roles as representatives.

Local Councillors’ Expectations of Their Representative Roles
In the early 2000s, the Dutch Ministry of the Interior launched a so-called renewal 
impetus (vernieuwingsimpuls) in local politics, accompanying legislative changes to 
distinguish more clearly the functions of the local council and the local executive 
board. As part of the renewal impetus, the three traditional roles of legislatives were 
emphasised with the triad kaderstelling (setting policy goals and norms, as local 
equivalent of legislation), controle (scrutiny) and volksvertegenwoordiging (literally, 
representation of the people). Ever since, this triad has been extensively used to 
describe the roles of local councillors, for instance, in their introduction programmes, 
reflection sessions, and courses, and in political analyses and media reports. Conse-
quently, most, if not all, Dutch local councillors are familiar with the concept of 
representation. Nevertheless, it does not mean that it is easy for all of them to indi-
cate what they understand as representation. For instance, some remain silent for 
a while before trying to answer. Others admit they have not thought about it much: 
“I think that someone as local councillor is not much aware of those roles, because 
you just do what you do, and you just go ahead, you know. So, it is not as if we reflect 
upon that very consciously” (R1-31, female, large municipality, 18–35 years old).

Representative Role: Integral to Their Function or Separate Activity
The councillors provide varying answers to the question of what their role as repre-
sentatives entails. Some councillors perceive their representative role as self-evi-
dent of their function, just by being elected (see e.g. R1-16, female, large municipality, 
36–55 years old). Other councillors perceive all their activities as integral to their 
representative role: “Yes, I am always the people’s representative. That’s what I do 
when I set the policy goals, and that’s what I also do when I control. So, that is not 
a separate task in itself” (R1-13, male, large municipality, 18–35 years old). Yet other 
councillors clearly distinguish representation from setting the main policy goals and 
scrutiny. For them, representation boils down to all kinds of responsiveness activities 
directed at citizens, such as listening to or talking with their constituents and other 
inhabitants in order to obtain information about what the situation is, to find out 
what inhabitants want, or to give an account of what they have done for them (see 
e.g. R1-15; R1-40; R1-42; R1-43; R1-44; R1-47, and R1-48). These responsiveness activ-
ities can be neglected when time is in short supply for local laymen politicians (R1-31, 
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female, large municipality, 18–35 years old), or when a council is rather self-absorbed 
with activities within the town hall (R1-60, female, small municipality, 36–55 years 
old). In sum, representation is differently understood by local councillors as integral 
to their function or as a separate activity.

Ombuds politician: a Contested Role
Many local councillors consider it desirable to direct individual citizens with 
complaints or problems to the specific municipal unit responsible for addressing 
those issues. Beyond that, local councillors’ expectations of their responsiveness 
activities towards citizens vary substantially. Some, for example, embrace a role as 
ombuds politician tackling (also practical) problems of individual citizens:

And if no civil servant or alderman does anything about it, I think a council member 
should take it up. It’s such a small matter, but that small matter can become a big deal 
for an inhabitant. (…) It’s inhabitants’ politics; you let the residents guide you (…) but: 
the resident isn’t always right. (…) But if you think a resident is wrong, you have to be 
able and willing to explain it very well or propose alternatives, and I think that’s part 
of inhabitants’ politics’. (R3-5; male, mid-sized municipality, 56–75 years)

Others rather distance themselves clearly from the role of ombuds politician, 
describing it pejoratively as ‘clientelism’ (e.g., R3-2; male, mid-sized municipality, 
56–75 years). Ombudswork, with its focus on particularistic interests, would harm 
the general interest, argue others (see e.g. R3-1, male, mid-sized municipality, 
18–35 years). Ombudswork has become (in)famous in Dutch politics by some local 
independent lists pursuing “ombudspolitiek” (ombuds politics). But not all these lists 
propagate this role. Even within individual local independent lists, local councillors 
disagree, with some embracing and others distancing themselves from the role of 
ombuds politician. Even though the role of ombuds politician is a contested one, 
respondents clearly recognize it as representative role.

Combination of Roles
Local councillors often refer to the notion of the general interest. Some empha-
sise that local councillors should transcend not only individual problems, but also 
partisan divisions:

You assume that not party interests are leading, but the general interest. (R1-52, male, 
large municipality, 36–55 years old)

You do not only represent your own constituency, but according to me also all inhabit-
ants within your municipality. (R1-22, male, small municipality, 36-55 years old)
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The notion of the general interest beyond individual interests or partisan under-
standings of general interests points to the role of trustee, which would follow their 
own judgment after obtaining expertise and deliberation with fellow elected repre-
sentatives, according to the traditional definition. Quite some local councillors, 
however, combine the notion of the general interest with other representative roles. 
Some combine elements of the trustee role with the partisan role. They start from 
a position informed by their party ideology, but seek a common decision through 
deliberation in the council (see e.g., R3-1, male, mid-sized municipality, 18–35 years). 
Thus, they do not stick to a partisan definition of the general interest, but seek to 
form the general interest with councillors of different (partisan) backgrounds.

Whereas the representative role of trustee has traditionally had an elitist streak, 
councillors seeking the general interest also often emphasise the importance of 
citizen participation (R3-1, male, mid-sized municipality, 18–35 years). Others also 
combine elements of the trustee role with features of a party delegate and a demo-
cratic watchdog: “Own judgment, party line in the back of my mind, interests and 
needs of district/area – taking the ones concerned into account. Everything is a consid-
eration” (R2-1, anonymous). When an issue is mentioned in the party manifesto, 
these local councillors report acting in a partisan manner; on issues not mentioned, 
they rely on their own judgment or take into account the interests of citizens and 
local organisations (see e.g., R2-1; 2-6; 2-10; 2-11). As their local electoral manifestos 
can be fairly short, some councillors of local independent lists rather pragmatically 
form their opinion on the general interest after contacting a few acquaintances with 
knowledge of the issue at hand and discussions in the council – without much idea 
about the general interest in advance.

Various local councillors emphasise that they are also expected to represent 
inhabitants who are not heard in decision-making processes (see e.g. R1-34, male, 
large municipality, 36–55 years old), for instance by actively supporting the voice 
of unheard inhabitants (see e.g. R3-6, male, mid-sized municipality, 56–75 years). In 
these expectations, the role of democratic watchdog can be recognised. It is most 
often an additional role, as also initially conceptualised (Denters, 2005), combined 
with the role of trustee and also party delegate. Some, for instance, motivate their 
activities as democratic watchdogs as part of their party ideology, emphasising the 
value of citizen participation (R3-6, male, mid-sized municipality, 56–75 years). In 
sum, local councillors combine elements of the various roles.

Distinct Party Delegates
Whereas the roles of trustee and democratic watchdog are often somewhat blurred 
with elements of other roles, certain foremost left-wing local councillors take a 
distinct partisan role:
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I find representation of the people difficult. I find the word “people” already very diffi-
cult. I represent a political movement, so not others (…) I represent a group of people. 
(R3-2, male, mid-sized municipality, 56–75 years)

I find representation of the people… I wanted to say that I find that most important, 
but that’s not fully correct. I am a people’s representative, but actually address only a 
part of the inhabitants. I find it important that the dissenting voice that we as small, 
left-progressive party in a right-wing municipality make heard, is present. (R1-54, 
male, large municipality, 36–55 years old)

Although local politics is often described as less ideological and more pragmatic, 
party delegates can be clearly denoted as a distinct role among the local councillors 
studied.

In sum, elements of all conceptualised representative roles could be recognised in 
the expectations of local councillors. With the exception of some partisan council-
lors, however, most local councillors hold expectations that combine elements of 
various roles.

Conclusion
What can we learn from the qualitative studies of citizens’ and local councillors’ 
expectations regarding the latter’s representative role? First, traditional represent-
ative roles are not fully obsolete. Despite the alleged decline of political parties, the 
party delegate can still be denoted as a distinct role among the local councillors 
studied. The role of voters’ delegate is hardly visible if at all, but elements of the 
trustee role, such as seeking the general interests beyond partisan or other divi-
sions, can still be observed. The alternative representative roles of ombuds politi-
cian, even if contested, and democratic watchdog, were also present among local 
councillors, and more sparingly among citizens. Thus, the data offer sufficient doubts 
about sticking to the three traditional conceptualisations. The few existing studies of 
representative roles in the Netherlands among local councillors were therefore right 
to include the new role of democratic watchdog in addition to the traditional roles of 
trustee and party delegate. But the role of ombuds politician should be included too 
in Dutch studies. Future research on local politics beyond the Netherlands should 
also reflect which representative roles it takes into account. This holds in particular 
for local democracies in Nordic and Rhinelandic countries, given their resemblances 
with Dutch local democracies.

In empirical studies, the traditional conceptualisations are often presented as 
alternatives to which actors adhere. Also in this respect, the findings in this study 
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raise doubts, as at least councillors often combine notions of various represent-
ative roles, such as the role of party delegate, trustee, and democratic watchdog, 
depending on the issue at hand. Even though it is no surprise that empirical reality 
does not fully fit ideal-typical definitions of representative roles, our findings warn 
against survey questions commonly used in political science research in which the 
representative roles are presented as mutually exclusive options. Instead, research 
should be done on when and why local councillors switch between roles (cf. Andeweg, 
1997, on switching by national representatives).

Additionally, the combinations of roles suggest that we should be cautious in 
interpreting the findings as conclusive evidence for the presence of the conceptu-
alised roles, whether traditional or alternative. Instead, the findings raise doubts 
about these scholarly conceptualisations. Most strikingly, the traditionally elitist role 
of trustee is regularly combined with support for direct citizen participation. Thus, 
our results call for a more fundamental conceptual reconsideration of what it actu-
ally means to be a trustee in current (local) participatory politics – which is quite 
different from late 18th-century national politics in the United Kingdom. Which value 
does the own judgement of representatives still have, when decision-making would 
increasingly involve citizens and local organisations directly? Scholars should take 
that into account when they study local councillors’ perceptions of citizen involve-
ment in policy-making.

Our study also showed that citizens rarely express their expectations in terms 
of the roles conceptualised in scholarly literature. Their expectations could also 
hardly be structured according to the various conceptualisations. It may partly 
result from the limited extent to which citizens reflect on local politics, or from the 
limited time available for street interviews. Longer street interviews in cafes, pet 
zoos, or at a bench in a park, however, did usually not provide expectations resem-
bling the conceptualisation in the scholarly literature. This further raises doubts 
about whether quantitative studies among citizens, guided by scholarly conceptual-
isations, may shape rather than reflect their understanding of representative roles. 
In sum, the various qualitative data sources we used suggest to thoroughly reflect on 
the traditional conceptualisations of representative roles by (local) representatives.

Beyond the specific roles, we also found a certain commonality between the expec-
tations of citizens and local councillors. They both often understand representation 
as responsive activities directed to the citizens, such as listening to and talking with 
citizens, and knowing what is going on. As certain local councillors pointed out, these 
activities are rather time-consuming. Being absorbed by the maelstrom of decisions 
within the town hall, they indicate that they do not always have sufficient time for 
responsiveness activities. Given citizens’ expectations, this is rather problematic. 
Citizens typically expect local councillors to be visible and to keep promises. With 
several local councillors finding it difficult to execute responsive activities, it is hard 
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for citizens to see them and to assess whether they fulfil their promises. The limited 
media coverage of local politics can hardly compensate for the invisibility of coun-
cillors.

All in all, our study showed the value of qualitative research with open questions 
on the issue of representative roles local councillors are expected to fulfil. It raises 
serious doubts about casting these expectations in terms of the traditional concep-
tualisations: trustee, delegate, and party delegate. Meanwhile, we found preliminary 
evidence for alternative conceptualisations: democratic watchdog and ombuds poli-
tician. Further research steps should therefore be a thorough theoretical reconsid-
eration of the conceptualisations of representative roles, and qualitative as well as 
quantitative research in other cases to determine which representative roles feature 
prominently in the expectations of citizens and local councillors today.

References
Andeweg, R.B. (1997). Role specialization or role switching? Journal of Legislative Studies, 3(1), 110–127. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13572339708420502
Andeweg, R.B. & Thomassen, J.J. (2005). Modes of political representation: Toward a new typology. 

Legislative Studies Quarterly, 30(4), 507–528. https://doi.org/10.3162/036298005X201653
André, A., Depauw, S. & Deschouwer, K. (2016). State structure and political representation: 

Comparing the views of statewide and sub-state legislators across 14 countries. European Journal 
of Political Research, 55, 866–884. https://doi.org/10.1111/1475-6765.12156

André, A. & Depauw, S. (2017). The quality of representation and satisfaction with democracy: The 
consequences of citizen-elite policy and process congruence. Political Behavior, 39(2), 377–397. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11109-016-9360-x

Barker, D.C. & Carman, C.J. (2010). Yes WE can or Yes HE can? Citizen preferences regarding styles 
of representation and presidential voting behavior. Presidential Studies Quarterly, 40, 431–448. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-5705.2010.03779.x

Bengtsson, A. & Wass, H. (2010). ‘Styles of political representation: What do voters expect?’, Journal 
of Elections, Public Opinion and Parties, 20(1), 55–81. https://doi.org/10.1080/17457280903450724

Blomgren, M. & Rozenberg, O. (2012). Legislative roles and legislative studies: The neo-institution-
alist turning point? In M.Blomgren & O. Rozenberg (Eds.), Parliamentary roles in modern legisla-
tures (pp. 8–36). Routledge.

Callanan, M. & Loughlin, J. (2021). A research agenda for regional and local government. Edward Elgar 
Publishing.

Carman, C. J. (2006). Public preferences for parliamentary representation in the UK: An overlooked 
link?, Political Studies, 54(1), 103–22.https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9248.2006.00568.x

Carman, C. J. (2007). Assessing preferences for political representation in the US. Journal of Elections, 
Public Opinion and Parties, 17(1), 1–19. https://doi.org/10.1080/13689880601132497

Converse, P.E. & Pierce, R. (1986). Political representation in France. Harvard University Press.
Copus, C. (2016). In defence of councillors. Manchester University Press. https://doi.org/10.7228/manc

hester/9780719088322.001.0001.
Dassonneville, R., Blais, A., Sevi, S. & Daoust, J.-F. (2021), How citizens want their legislator to vote. 

Legislative Studies Quarterly, 46, 297–321. https://doi.org/10.1111/lsq.12275.

https://doi.org/10.1080/13572339708420502
https://doi.org/10.3162/036298005X201653
https://doi.org/10.1111/1475-6765.12156
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11109-016-9360-x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-5705.2010.03779.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/17457280903450724
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9248.2006.00568.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/13689880601132497
https://doi.org/10.7228/manchester/9780719088322.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.7228/manchester/9780719088322.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1111/lsq.12275


25
Politics of the Low Countries – DOI: 10.54195/plc.24388

25

De Blok, L., Jansen, G. & Vollaard, H. (2024). Municipal politics in the Netherlands. In S. de Lange, 
T. Louwerse, P. ’t Hart & C. van Ham (Eds.), The Oxford handbook of Dutch politics (pp. 159–177). 
Oxford University Press.

Dekker, P. & J. den Ridder (2018). Lastige kwesties: Acht focusgroepen over vertegenwoordiging en 
stemmen. The Netherlands Institute of Social Research.

Denters, B. (2017). What citizens think councillors ought to do as representatives and how do these 
normative expectations affect citizens’ satisfaction with councillors? Lex Localis: Journal of Local 
Self-Government, 15(4), 785–801. Doi https://10.4335/15.4.785-801

Denters, B. (2005). Squandering away Thorbecke’s legacy? – Some considerations on recent reforms 
of Dutch local government. In H. Reynaert, P. Delwit, K. Steyvers & J.-B. Pilet (Eds.), Revolution or 
renovation? Reforming local politics in Europe (pp. 421–444). Vandenbroele.

Denters, B. (2020). Local jurisdiction size and political representation. In M. Cotta & F. Russo 
(Eds.), Research handbook on political representation (pp. 183–197). Edward Elgar. https://doi.
org/10.4337/9781788977098.00023

Denters, B., & Rose, L.E. (2005). Comparing local governance: Trends and developments. Palgrave 
Macmillan.

Denters, B., H. Vollaard & H. van de Bovenkamp (2020). Innovating local representative democracy: 
How citizens evaluate new roles of elected and non-elected representatives’. Public Sector Inno-
vation Journal, 3, 1–21.

De Smedt, N., Haesevoets, T., Steyvers, K., & Wauters, B. (2024). The relationship between local coun-
cillors’ representative style and their support for participatory democracy. Party Politics, 31(4), 
700–713. https://doi.org/10.1177/13540688241261954

Eulau, H., Wahlke, J.C., Buchanan, W., and Ferguson, L.C. (1959). The role of the representative. Some 
empirical observations on the theory of Edmund Burke. American Political Science Review, 53(3), 
742–756.

Eulau, H. & Karps, Ph. (1978). The puzzle of representation: Specifying components of responsive-
ness. In H. Eulau, J.C. & Wahlke, J.C. (Eds.), The politics of representation: Continuities in theory and 
practice (pp. 55–69). Sage.

Fenno, R. (1978). Home style: House members in their districts. Little Brown.
Gambacciani, P. (2024). Rational and ambitious legislators? Role theory, between open questions 

and new applicability, Parliamentary Affairs, 78, 182–202. https://doi.org/10.1093/pa/gsae010
Gendźwiłł, A., Kjær, U., & Steyvers, K. (2022). From perennial bridesmaids to fully fledged spouses: 

Advancing the comparative study of local elections and voting. In A. Gendźwiłł, U. Kjær & K. 
Steyvers (Eds.). Routledge Handbook of Local Elections and Voting in Europe (pp. 3–18). Routledge.

Grill, C.J. (2007). The public side of representation: A study of citizens’ views about representatives and the 
representative process. State University of New York Press.

Heinelt, H., Hlepas, N., Kuhlmann, S., & Swaniewicz, P. (2018). Local government systems: Grasping 
the institutional environment of mayors. In H. Heinelt et al. (Eds). Political leaders and changing 
local democracy (pp. 19–78). PalgraveMacmillan.

Junius, N., Matthieu, J., Caluwaerts, D. and Erzeel, S. (2020). Is it interests, ideas or institutions? 
Explaining elected representatives’ positions towards democratic innovations in 15 European 
countries. Frontiers in Political Science. doi:10.3389/fpos.2020.584439

Karlsson, D. (2013). Who do the local councillors of Europe represent? In B. Egner, D. Sweeting & P.-J.
Klok (Eds.), Local councillors in Europe (pp. 97–119). Springer.

Ladner, A. Keuffer, N. & Bastianen, A. (2023). Local autonomy around the world: The 
updated and extended Local Autonomy Index (LAI 2.0). Regional & Federal Studies, DOI: 
10.1080/13597566.2023.2267990

Lauermann, R.M. (2014). Constituent perceptions of political representation: How citizens evaluate their 
political representatives. Springer.

Lapinski, J., Levendusky, M., Winneg, K., & Jamieson, K. H. (2016). What do citizens want 
from their member of Congress? Political Research Quarterly, 69(3), 535–545. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1065912916652240.

https://10.4335/15.4.785-801
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781788977098.00023
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781788977098.00023
https://doi.org/10.1177/13540688241261954
https://doi.org/10.1093/pa/gsae010
https://doi.org/10.1177/1065912916652240
https://doi.org/10.1177/1065912916652240


26
Politics of the Low Countries – DOI: 10.54195/plc.24388

26

Lefkokridi, Z. (2020). Opinion-policy congruence. In R. Rohrschneider & J. Thomassen (Eds.), The 
Oxford handbook of political representation in liberal democracies (pp. 357–376). Oxford Univer-
sity Press.

Louwerse, T. & Andeweg, R. (2020). Measuring representation: Policy congruence. In M. Cotta & F. 
Russo (Eds.). Research handbook of political representation (pp. 276–288). Edward Elgar.

Mansbridge, J. (2003). Rethinking representation. American Political Science Review, 97(4), 515–528. 
doi:10.1017/S0003055403000856.

Mansbridge, J. (2020). The evolution of political representation in liberal democracies: Concepts and 
practices. In R. Rohrschneider, & J. Thomassen (Eds.). The Oxford handbook of political representa-
tion in liberal democracies (pp. 17–54). Oxford University Press.  https://doi.org/10.1093/
oxfordhb/9780198825081.013.1.

Miltenburg, E. van, Geurkink, B., Den Ridder, J., Kunst, S., & Sipma, T. (2024). Burgerperspectieven 
bericht 2. The Netherlands Institute of Social Research.

Mongrain, P., Junius, N. & Brack, N. (2025). As you wish? Public preferences for models of representa-
tion and MPs’ role orientations. European Journal of Political Research, 64, 1208–1232. https://doi.
org/10.1111/1475-6765.12734

Moors, H. & Stans, J. (eds.) Een geschenk voor de democratie? Perspectieven op de ontwikkeling van 
burgerberaden. Boom Bestuurskunde.

Pedersen, H.H. (2021). Mismatched preferences for responsiveness: Danish voters and politicians. 
Scandinavian Political Studies, 44(2), 148–169. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9477.12192

Phillips, A. (1995). The politics of presence. Oxford University Press.
Pitkin, H.F. (1967). The concept of representation. University of California Press.
Prorok, Th. & Calzola, S. (2026). European local government report 2025. KDZ.
Rehfeld, A. (2018), On Representing. Journal of Political Philosophy, 26, 216–239. https://doi.

org/10.1111/jopp.12137
Searing, D. (1994). Westminster’s world: Understanding political roles. Harvard University Press.
Tops, P. and Zouridis, S. (2002). De binnenkant van politiek. Atlas.
Van Bochove, M., Bleijenberg, C., Moors, H. & Vollaard, H. (2023). Opkomst en vertegenwoordiging van 

Rotterdammers: Kwalitatief onderzoek naar de lage opkomst bij de gemeenteraadsverkiezingen van 
2022. EMMA.

Van Bochove, M., Klarenbeek, L. & Moors, H. (2022). Verhalen achter de lage opkomst: Over de motieven 
van niet-stemmers bij de verkiezingen in vijf gemeenten. EMMA.

Verzichelli, L. (2020). Types of democratic representative. In M. Cotta & F. Russo (Eds.), 
Research handbook on political representation (pp. 239–252). Edward Elgar. Doi https://doi.
org/10.4337/9781788977098.00028

Vollaard, H., De Blok, L. & Vis, B. (2025). In hoeverre vertegenwoordigen raadsleden van lokale 
partijen inwoners anders en beter dan raadsleden van landelijke partijen? Bestuursweten-
schappen, 79(2), 21–37.

Von Schoultz, A. & Wass, H. (2016). Beating issue agreement: Congruence in the representational pref-
erences of candidates and voters. Parliamentary Affairs, 69(1), 136–58. https://doi.org/10.1093/
pa/gsv001

Wahlke, J. C., Eulau, H., Buchanan, W., & Ferguson, L. C., (1962). The legislative system: Explorations in 
legislative behavior. John Wiley and Sons.

Wagenaar, C.C.L., Sipma, T. & de Bruijn, D. (2024). Rolpercepties van raadsleden in een context van 
burgerparticipatie. Bestuurswetenschappen, 78(4), 90–115.

Wass, H. & Nemcok, M. (2020). What to expect when you are expecting: Preferences for representa-
tion among voters and political elites. In M. Cotta & F. Russo (Eds.), Handbook of political 
representation (pp. 326–337). Edward Elgar.

Werner, A. (2018). Voters’ preferences for party representation: Promise-keeping, responsiveness 
to public opinion or enacting the common good. International Political Science Review, 40(4), 
486–501. https://doi.org/10.1177/0192512118787430

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780198825081.013.1
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780198825081.013.1
https://doi.org/10.1111/1475-6765.12734
https://doi.org/10.1111/1475-6765.12734
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9477.12192
https://doi.org/10.1111/jopp.12137
https://doi.org/10.1111/jopp.12137
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781788977098.00028
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781788977098.00028
https://doi.org/10.1093/pa/gsv001
https://doi.org/10.1093/pa/gsv001
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192512118787430

	_Hlk217049523

