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Who Represents the Constituency? 
Online Political Communication by 
Members of Parliament in the German 
Mixed- Member Electoral System

Members of  parliament (MPs) are elected via two different tiers in 
mixed- member electoral systems— as winners of  a seat in a constituency or as 
party candidates under proportional rules. While previous research has identi-
fied important consequences of  this “mandate divide” in parliaments, ques-
tions remain how this institutional setup affects MPs’ political behavior in 
other arenas. analyzing more than one million social media posts, this article 
investigates regional representation in the online communication of  german 
MPs. the results show that MPs elected under a direct mandate refer approxi-
mately twice as often to their constituencies by using regionalized wording 
and geographic references than MPs elected under the proportional tier. the 
substantive findings provide new evidence for the benefits of  mixed- member 
electoral systems for political representation while the methodological ap-
proach demonstrates the added value of  social media data for analyzing the 
political behavior of  elites.

Communicating with constituents is one of  the key respon-
sibilities of  members of  parliament (MPs). the increasing use 
of  social network sites such as Facebook and twitter in society 
enables a more direct engagement with citizens and increases the 
responsiveness of  legislators, at least to the preferences of  the at-
tentive public (Barberá et al. 2019). However, each social media 
platform comes with sociotechnical idiosyncrasies and spe-
cific audience compositions to which politicians have to adjust 
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(Bossetta 2018; stier, Bleier, Lietz et al. 2018). as such, social 
media are fundamentally different venues for political commu-
nication than the more structured parliamentary arena. at the 
same time, the literature on constituency campaigning has con-
sistently identified differences in MPs’ political behavior depend-
ing on the incentives provided by the electoral system (Herron, 
Nemoto, and Nishikawa 2018; Klingemann and Wessels 2003; 
sieberer 2015). against this backdrop, we investigate to what 
extent institutional factors which have traditionally shaped the 
political behavior of  MPs in mixed- member electoral systems are 
still relevant in digital settings.

More concretely, we analyze how the electoral system incen-
tivizes legislators to represent local constituencies in their posts on 
Facebook and twitter. We focus on the german mixed- member 
proportional (MMP) system that provides two different pathways 
to receiving a mandate: election under majoritarian electoral rules 
in a constituency or via a party list under proportional rules. We 
analyze more than a million social media posts by german MPs 
in the 19th legislative period of the Bundestag to illuminate the 
routine behavior of MPs during a non- campaign period. an au-
tomated text analysis shows that directly elected MPs do indeed 
target their political communication more towards local constitu-
encies by using geographic references and regionalized wording. 
the german mixed- member electoral system therefore guarantees 
the proportional distribution of parliamentary seats and simulta-
neously provides favorable opportunity structures for the regional 
representation of citizens.

Theory

MPs in Mixed- Member Electoral Systems and Their Differing 
Representational Focus

How do electoral systems affect political representation? 
this article aims to contribute to this perennial issue in compara-
tive politics by focusing on the consequences of varying incentive 
structures for MPs in mixed- member electoral systems. enabling a 
direct, two- way communication between MPs and their constitu-
ents, the advent of digital media adds yet another dimension to 
debates about political representation (Blumenau 2020). against 
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the backdrop of a still inconclusive scholarly debate about the 
implications of having two different tiers in an electoral system 
(Herron, Nemoto, and Nishikawa 2018, 463), we aim to provide 
new evidence by investigating the content of MPs’ online political 
communication.

Proponents of the mandate divide theory posit that the main 
difference between the two legislator groups is the way in which 
they have received their mandate. this difference allows for com-
paring “different [electoral] formulas in the same cultural, eco-
nomic, and historical contexts and at the same time” (Herron, 
Nemoto, and Nishikawa 2018, 446). the basic assumption of the 
approach is institutionalist, meaning that varying incentives result 
in different electoral, legislative, or communicative behaviors of 
list MPs compared to directly elected MPs.

as an MMP system, the german polity occupies a middle 
ground on “a continuum of electoral systems from those in which 
legislators depend exclusively on their own personal votes to those 
in which votes are given exclusively to parties such that legislators 
have no direct ties to voters” (shugart 2003, 25). With the first 
vote, german voters select 299 candidates in single- seat districts in 
which a one- round plurality contest determines the winner. this 
“nominal tier” represents the candidate- centered aspect of the 
MMP (shugart and Wattenberg 2003, 11). the second vote allo-
cates (at least) 299 seats through closed, ranked lists determined by 
the political parties in the 16 german states (Länder). the pooling 
of all party votes at the national level determines the Bundestag’s 
overall seat distribution. Many german candidates run for a direct 
mandate and on a party list simultaneously. However, as only a 
minority of MPs has ever changed the mandate mode during their 
political career (Manow 2012, 2013), the chances are extremely 
high that if  reelected, they will receive their mandate in the same 
way in which they received their current one. Consequently, we 
focus our interest on the mandate mode but take dual candidacies 
into account in our analysis.

to gain a high- ranking position on a party list, candidates 
must improve their standing with party stakeholders who are their 
main principals instead of voters (sieberer 2015). in contrast, 
candidates in single- seat districts appear with their names on the 
ballot and in campaign materials distributed in the constituency. 
to be elected via the nominal tier, it is essential to establish “a 
direct and visible relationship between a geographic subset of vot-
ers on the one hand and a particular candidate on the other. such 
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a relationship might result in an ‘identification effect’ on the part 
of the representative which translates into behavioral predisposi-
tions” (Zittel and gschwend 2008, 983). this process could be re-
inforced if  parties assign district winners to parliamentary services 
related to regional representation (e.g., in their committee work).

several studies have analyzed these behavioral differences. 
Klingemann and Wessels (2003) show that nominally elected MPs 
have significantly more contact with local residents than list MPs 
and state more often that they aim to represent all citizens of the 
constituency. in a more recent study, Coffé affirms these results 
by showing that nominally elected MPs’ “representational focus” 
(2018) is primarily directed towards their district. in contrast, list 
MPs who have run on both tiers, and even more so pure list MPs, 
mention interest groups or policies more often as their core rep-
resentational focus. But how do these differences in the represen-
tational focus translate to the comparatively novel and peculiar 
sphere of social media?

Social Media as a Means for Regional Representation

With the increasing use of social networking sites such as 
Facebook and twitter by citizens and opinion leaders such as 
journalists (Barberá et al. 2019; Oschatz, stier, and Maier 2021), 
using these platforms seems imperative for politicians. We assume 
that legislators not only use social media for campaign purposes 
but also to address the matters of constituents as sitting MPs dur-
ing the legislative period.

MPs should allocate their available time, money, or personnel 
according to the primary goal to stay in parliament. yet since all 
german legislators receive the same budget, resources are only a 
secondary factor when it comes to explaining differences in their 
behavior (Breunig, grossman, and Hänni 2020). as social media 
are relatively cheap tools that can be managed by the staff  allo-
cated to each MP, they can be useful instruments for MPs on both 
electoral tiers. While nominal MPs should try to strengthen their 
personal relationship with voters in their respective constituencies, 
list MPs can use social media to bolster their reputation among 
party activists who are disproportionately active on social media. 
Our own analyses show that the mandate mode matters only little 
when it comes to explaining how often german MPs post on social 
media.1. in addition, social media are very specific communication 
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environments with different sociotechnical affordances and audi-
ences that significantly differ from the general public (Bossetta 
2018; stier, Bleier, Lietz et al. 2018).

taken together, the strong role of institutional variations iden-
tified in other venues might be overshadowed by context- specific 
factors in the case of social media. yet we argue that a mandate di-
vide should not primarily manifest itself  in the activity of MPs on 
social media per se, but in the content of their posts. a related study 
revealed that nominally elected MPs are more responsive to citi-
zens from their constituencies than list MPs (Breunig, grossman, 
and Hänni 2020), as MPs elected under majoritarian rule were 
almost twice as likely to respond to e-mail sent by voters. With 
regard to parliamentary questions, Zittel, Nyhuis, and Baumann 
(2019) showed that legislators use geographic representation as a 
complementary strategy to signal attention to their constituents 
and their (local) concerns. While differences were mainly driven by 
personal characteristics of MPs, the authors found no evidence for 
a mandate divide concerning the geographic representation in par-
liamentary questions. although we build on their framework to 
study the content of MPs’ political communication, we expect the 
findings to be different when studying social media posts. Whereas 
parliamentary questions often focus on issues, communication on 
social media is open for all sorts of regional appeals and direct 
interactions with citizens. regionalized political communication 
should be especially attractive for nominally elected legislators to 
emphasize their attachment to the constituency.

Following Zittel, Nyhuis, and Baumann (2019), we take into 
account that MPs can make political content appealing to re-
gional audiences by addressing villages, towns, or municipalities 
in the constituency, which we conceptualize as geographic refer-
ences. in addition, we investigate a second dimension to analyze 
the regionalization of political communication also on a linguistic 
level. We call this dimension regionalized wording, comprising lin-
guistic terms that refer to regional matters in general. this second 
dimension seeks to obtain a more comprehensive understanding 
of how politicians can make appeals to regional constituents and 
to provide a robustness test. With regard to the mandate mode, we 
expect both dimensions of regionalized political communication 
to follow the same logic. these considerations lead us to our main 
hypotheses:
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Hypothesis 1a Nominally elected legislators use more geo-
graphic references on social media than legislators elected via party lists.

Hypothesis 1b Nominally elected legislators use more region-
alized wording on social media than legislators elected via party lists.

Research Design

Country Selection and Timeframe

among mixed- member electoral systems, MMP systems such 
as germany represent hard test cases for observing differences be-
tween mandate modes in political communication. although the 
two electoral tiers are formally functionally independent, contami-
nation effects are present due to the large number of dual candida-
cies and the compensatory nature of the german MMP system. 
Hence, if  we find evidence for differences in political communi-
cation associated with varying mandate modes, these differences 
should also be present in MMM systems where a mandate divide 
is more likely to occur (sieberer 2010).

the 19th german Bundestag formed after the elections on 
24 september 2017 consisted of 709 MPs: 299 MPs were elected 
nominally in the constituencies and 410 MPs gained their seats via 
party lists. the vast majority were nominal candidates in constitu-
encies and candidates on a party list (dual candidates, N = 616). 
Only 22 of the elected representatives were exclusive list candi-
dates, while 71 of the elected representatives were exclusive con-
stituency candidates. as another hard test of the mandate divide 
theory, our timeframe covers the post- election period when differ-
ences between direct and list MPs should be less pronounced than 
during election campaigns.

Social Media Data

We analyze political communication by elected MPs on 
Facebook and twitter. Both platforms are used by different strata 
of the population and serve different goals for politicians (stier, 
Bleier, Lietz et al. 2018). they currently are the two most impor-
tant digital venues for political communication. tweets by all 
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MPs were collected in real time from the twitter streaming aPi 
from July 2017 onwards when they stood as candidates (stier, 
Bleier, Bonart, et al. 2018). We collected the posts from the public 
Facebook pages of MPs from Crowdtangle that allows for queries 
of historical public Facebook data.2 Because tweets had to be col-
lected in real time, and to keep the data set consistent over the full 
research period, we did not research social media accounts that 
might have been created during the legislative period. in sum, the 
data set consists of 292,948 Facebook posts and 886,166 tweets 
from MPs between september 25, 2017 (the day after the election) 
and February 20, 2020 (see Online appendix section a1).

We measure regional representation by applying a dictionary- 
based automated text analysis. We created two types of diction-
aries to independently account for geographic references and 
regionalized wording. in constructing the first dictionary, we fol-
lowed Zittel, Nyhuis, and Baumann (2019) and created individual 
dictionaries including the names of all municipalities for each of 
the 299 constituencies (Bundeswahlleiter 2017). We then matched 
each MP with the respective dictionary that corresponds to their 
constituency. the few MPs that did not run for a nominal mandate 
were matched according to their place of residence. the second 
dictionary consists of terms such as “constituency” (Wahlkreis), 
“regional” (regional), and synonyms derived from the most com-
mon german dictionary Duden.3

Analysis Strategy

after applying the dictionaries to all Facebook posts and 
tweets, we aggregated the number of relevant mentioned terms 
per MP for each platform, resulting in skewed dependent count 
variables. Likelihood ratio tests showed that the overdispersion pa-
rameter is significant in all models (p < 0.001); therefore, negative 
binomial regression models are preferable over Poisson models.

additional personal and political characteristics influence 
the relationship between the mandate mode and online political 
communication. the use of digital media is not just dependent on 
the socioeconomic status, age, and education of MPs but should 
also vary according to the composition of constituencies. since 
representatives as rational actors should take the social media af-
finity of their constituents into account, socioeconomic indica-
tors at the constituency level are also included. relevant political 
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control variables are whether an MP was already an incumbent 
pre- 2017 and a dummy whether a candidate is leading a party list 
as a Spitzenkandidat, increasing the incentives to reach beyond in-
dividual constituencies.4

the variable electoral marginality controls for competitive 
nominal elections in a district that might increase incentives for 
regional representation. Party list viability takes into account that 
MPs with safe list positions have fewer incentives to cultivate their 
districts. Beyond that, we include a measure of a party’s emphasis 
on local politics, as parties with a programmatic focus on local 
politics should rely more on regional representation.5

Finally, we also include the logged total activity by MPs 
on Facebook or twitter since the count of posts with regional-
ized wording is correlated with the overall posting frequency. 
descriptive statistics for all variables are shown in Online appendix 
section a3.

Results

We first investigate to what extent MPs’ social media posts 
contained geographic references. in total, german MPs published 
59,037 Facebook geographic references to municipalities in their 
constituencies (min = 0, mean = 115, max = 1,042). On twitter, the 
respective number is lower with 12,112 regional references (min = 
0, mean = 30, max = 1,032). the two models for the number of 
geographic references in table 1 show a positive and significant 
effect of the direct mandate, both for Facebook and twitter. thus, 
we find consistent empirical evidence in favor of Hypothesis 1a.

german MPs published 16,672 regionalized wording terms on 
Facebook (min = 0, mean = 32, max = 452) and 6139 terms on 
twitter (min = 0, mean = 15, max = 336). the results in table 1 
provide support for Hypothesis 1b. More generally, it is notewor-
thy that the effect sizes of regionalized wording are similar to the 
results for geographic references. despite entirely different con-
ceptualizations and operationalizations, the two dimensions of 
regionalization cross- validate each other.

But are these statistically significant differences also substan-
tively meaningful? Figure 1 plots the predicted values using the r 
package ggeffects (Lüdecke 2018). the marginal effects at the mean 
values are generated holding non- focal variables constant and 
varying the focal variable direct mandate. across Facebook and 
twitter, directly elected MPs posted approximately twice as many 
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terms related to geographic references and regionalized wording 
during the observed timeframe of 29 months compared to list MPs.

We investigated three related aspects in further detail. First, 
we aimed to disentangle the effects of the mandate mode (direct 
or list) and the candidacy type (dual or exclusive). For this, we 
interacted the candidacy type with the mandate mode, confirm-
ing our main results for both, MPs who were dual and exclusive 
candidates (Online appendix section a4). second, following re-
search on the enhanced interest of women in local politics (Coffé 
2013; rapeli 2014), we expected that gender might also affect re-
gional representation. interactions between the gender and man-
date mode, however, did not reveal much heterogeneity (Online 
appendix section a5). third, since the Cdu/Csu held most di-
rect mandates, we explored a potential heterogeneity in interaction 

Figure 1  
Predicted values and 95% Confidence intervals of the Mandate 

Mode, results from table 1
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models of Cdu/Csu membership with the mandate mode. in 
fact, directly elected Cdu/Csu members had similar predicted 
values as directly elected MPs of other parties, amid unreliable 
results for Cdu/Csu MPs elected via party lists due to their small 
group size (Online appendix section a6).

We conducted additional robustness tests. interacting the two 
variables related to electoral strategy, electoral marginality and party 
list viability, yielded inconsistent effects (table a5). Moreover, when 
more directly estimating the demand for direct communication, our 
main results again held. For this, we included variables measur-
ing the mean number of followers and the sum of @- mentions for 
twitter; as well as the mean number of page likes and sum of com-
ments on Facebook during our research period for each MP (table 
a6). We also ran models excluding the MPs from Berlin because 
the term Berlin was frequently used as a reference to the political 
power center and not to the city in a geographic sense (table a7). 
Finally, we constructed the percentage of geographic references and 
regionalized wording among all posts for each MP instead of the 
raw counts as dependent variable (table a8). the main findings re-
garding the mandate mode were confirmed in all models.

Discussion and Conclusion

this article investigated to what extent the mandate mode af-
fects online political communication in mixed- member electoral 
systems. drawing a comprehensive portrait of the social media 
activities of legislators in the german Bundestag during the 19th 
legislative period (2017– 20), we measured two distinct dimensions 
of regional representation on social media— geographic references 
and regionalized wording. the results show that directly elected 
MPs address their local constituencies approximately twice as 
often as list MPs. the finding is in line with a recent study showing 
that nominally elected MPs are more responsive to the demands 
of citizens living in their place of residence than list MPs in their 
e-mail communication (Breunig, grossman, and Hänni 2020). yet 
the fact that institutional factors leave a mark in MPs’ behavior 
despite the idiosyncrasies inherent to each social media platform 
is still noteworthy. By showing that electoral incentives such as the 
mandate mode affect MPs’ online political communication, the ar-
ticle also complements rather than contradicts the null finding of 
the mandate mode regarding regional representation in the parlia-
mentary arena by Zittel, Nyhuis, and Baumann (2019).
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Our study comes with several limitations. Naturally, social 
media data can only trace publicly visible (strategic) signals of re-
gional attachment by MPs but cannot speak to the actual qual-
ity of how local concerns are represented. another limitation is 
that the group of Cdu/Csu list MPs with social media accounts 
was small, meaning that our results cannot fully explain variation 
within the biggest parliamentary group. still, the large number of 
directly elected Cdu/Csu MPs did not differ from their directly 
elected colleagues from other parties. exploiting the longitudinal 
nature of social media data, future studies should compare how 
regional representation in the online realm dynamically changes 
within and across legislative periods. Zooming in on differences 
between social media platforms— including instagram— is an ad-
ditional promising research avenue.

the results demonstrate that besides preserving the propor-
tional value of each vote, the german mixed member- electoral 
system also provides incentives for the representation of local con-
stituencies. With growing discussions about reforms of electoral 
systems and the prediction that mixed- member electoral systems 
will probably be the electoral system of the 21st century (shugart 
and Wattenberg 2003, 1), a comprehensive understanding of the 
incentive structure of such a system is indispensable. as such, the 
mixed- member electoral system combines the best of two worlds 
and can serve as an essential benchmark for electoral reforms in 
other countries (Carey 2009; saalfeld 2005).

understanding how MPs elected under different electoral 
tiers use social media also contributes to the question of how new 
communication technologies can strengthen political responsive-
ness. in fact, the chosen research period constitutes a least- likely 
case for behavioral differences depending on the mandate mode. 
as the incentives for direct candidates to use social media for local 
campaigning are stronger during election campaigns, the differ-
ences between mandate modes should be even more pronounced in 
more contentious times. More generally, the article demonstrated 
the methodological value of social media that provide an unparal-
leled fine- grained stream of public statements at the level of indi-
vidual politicians. Finally, while debates about the mandate divide 
and its effects are still ongoing, our findings are a testament to 
the importance of political institutions and established theoretical 
models of legislative behavior, even in the fast- paced, more frag-
mented age of social media.
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NOTES

1. Online appendix table a4 shows that the posting frequency is not af-
fected by the mandate mode.

2. two caveats are that Crowdtangle neither returns data for non- public 
Facebook accounts such as personal profiles that can also be used for political 
purposes, nor for deleted accounts. While politicians only rarely delete their ac-
counts, one prominent example was provided by angela Merkel who did so in 
February 2019.

3. the full set of keywords in the dictionary is: *wahlkreis*, örtlich*, re-
gional*, lokal*, hiesig*, räumlich*, *heimisch*. to include different forms of the 
terms we included asterisks for stemming. We used the R package quanteda for 
the text analysis (Benoit et al. 2018).

4. We defined leaders of a party list as the first two candidates because 
some parties (e.g., the greens) have special rules such as quotas for candidates 
that identify as female.

5. the operationalization of these variables is explained in Online 
appendix section a2.
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