
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=fwep20

West European Politics

ISSN: 0140-2382 (Print) 1743-9655 (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/fwep20

So far away from me? The effect of geographical
distance on representation

David M. Willumsen

To cite this article: David M. Willumsen (2019) So far away from me? The effect of
geographical distance on representation, West European Politics, 42:3, 645-669, DOI:
10.1080/01402382.2018.1530887

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2018.1530887

© 2018 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group.

View supplementary material 

Published online: 21 Nov 2018. Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 1216 View related articles 

View Crossmark data Citing articles: 2 View citing articles 

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=fwep20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/fwep20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/01402382.2018.1530887
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2018.1530887
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/01402382.2018.1530887
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/01402382.2018.1530887
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=fwep20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=fwep20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/01402382.2018.1530887
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/01402382.2018.1530887
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/01402382.2018.1530887&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2018-11-21
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/01402382.2018.1530887&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2018-11-21
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/01402382.2018.1530887#tabModule
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/01402382.2018.1530887#tabModule


So far away from me? The effect of geographical
distance on representation

David M. Willumsen

Department of Political Science, University of Innsbruck, Innsbruck, Austria

ABSTRACT
Legislators face numerous trade-offs with regard to how to spend their time.
One factor is, however, beyond their control: the distance between their constitu-
ency and the legislature. A more distant constituency implies increased travel,
which decreases the time available for activities within the legislature itself, while
also raising the possibility of centre–periphery dynamics in representation.
Previous work has found that as distance between constituency and legislature
increases, so does constituency focus, but it has not established why this is. This
article explores the impact of geographical remoteness on representational
activity, analysing a dataset of parliamentary activity in the British House of
Commons (2005–2015), showing that the more remote an MP’s constituency, the
less likely that MP is to attend votes, while being more likely to sign Early
Day Motions. The article further shows that this is most likely driven by a centre–
periphery dynamic rather than simply being a response to longer travel time.

KEYWORDS Representation; UK House of Commons; centre–periphery; vote attendance; Early Day
Motions; distance to capital

Representation, that is, an effective link between voters and legislators, is key
to the satisfactory functioning of modern democracy (Powell 2004).
Representative democracy also has a normative requirement that all voters be
represented equally, and systematic differences in representation avoided.
Analysing systematic differences in the quality of representation is a central
question, which has been explored, inter alia, with regard to interest groups
(see, for example, Klüver 2012), voter wealth and income (Bartels 2016;
Gilens and Page 2014), gender (Schwindt-Bayer and Mishler 2005), race
(Butler and Broockman 2011), and educational levels (Persson 2013). The role
geography plays in representation, however, remains relatively unexplored.
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Representation of voters takes place in several arenas, most importantly
in the constituency (meeting with constituents, surgeries) and in the cap-
ital (legislating). Given the impossibility of being in two places at the
same time, representatives face a trade-off in terms of where they should
invest their limited time. While the question of whether prioritising legis-
lative work and pursuing career advancement in the capital will be pun-
ished electorally is subject to a significant debate (André et al. 2015), one
aspect of this trade-off is outside the control of the legislator: the extent
to which their constituency is geographically near to, or far away from,
the capital. Previous work has explored the effect of the distance from the
capital on the constituency focus of Members of Parliament (MPs)
(André et al. 2014; Heitshusen et al. 2005), finding that as the distance
between legislature and constituency increases, legislators become more
oriented towards the constituency.

The flip-side of this, namely how geographical distance influences rep-
resentatives’ behaviour in the legislature, remains unexplored. Similarly,
the underlying motivation behind differences in representative focus has
not been established. In other words, what is the effect of the remoteness
of an MP’s constituency on their ability to effectively represent their con-
stituency in the legislature? And if remoteness is a significant constraint,
do MPs try to compensate for this by engaging in other, less time-sensi-
tive representational activities? Furthermore, legislators representing more
distant constituencies may also be subject to centre–periphery dynamics,
with their voters having a different relationship with the central govern-
ment, and so different expectations in terms of representative behaviour.
In particular in centralised and non-federal states, centre–periphery
dynamics may be amplified by unequal quality of representation based
on geography.

This article explores these questions by analysing a novel dataset on
legislative behaviour in the UK Parliament. It shows that, firstly, as the
distance and travel time between capital and constituency increases, a key
activity which requires the presence of legislators in the capital (parlia-
mentary voting) significantly decreases in frequency.

Secondly, the article explores how legislators respond to the limitations
in terms of representation caused by a more remote constituency. Do
legislators follow a logic of compensation, engaging in other, less time-
sensitive representational activities in the capital, or are they driven by a
different logic, one based on a centre–periphery dynamic, where voters
from more distant constituencies expect different forms of representation
than those closer to the capital? Analysing the signing of Early Day
Motions (EDMs), which legislators can use to signal their voters, the art-
icle shows that the use of these by MPs representing constituencies nearer
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the capital is driven by a compensational logic. For MPs representing
more distant constituencies, however, higher attendance rates go together
with higher EDM signing rates, indicating that a different logic is at play,
one that emphasises visibility in the capital.

The rest of this article is structured as follows. First, I review the litera-
ture on the topic of distance to the constituency and representation, and
develop the theoretical framework and the hypotheses to be tested. The
data used to test the hypotheses and the modelling strategy are then dis-
cussed in the subsequent section, followed by the analysis and discussion
of the findings. A final section summarises the findings and discusses
their implications.

Literature review, theory, and hypotheses

Legislators face numerous trade-offs regarding the allocation of their lim-
ited time. While the decision on how to schedule their time is, at least to
some extent, under their own control, time is also a rare commodity;
demand for it will always outstrip supply. While legislators have some
flexibility in terms of splitting their time between representative functions
in the capital and in their constituency, they cannot influence the travel
time between these two. Thus, for representatives from constituencies
near the capital, the time cost of a trip ‘home’ is very different to one for
a representative from a remote district.

Fenno (1977) found that US House members from very distant constit-
uencies (the ‘Far West’) travelled home less often than those from con-
gressional districts nearer Washington, DC. Analysing interview data,
both Irish and British junior legislators were found to spend more time
in their constituency the farther removed it was from the respective capi-
tals (Wood and Young 1997). On the other hand, Besley and Larcinese
(2011) found that British MPs from more distant constituencies do not
attend votes at a significantly different rate from MPs representing con-
stituencies nearer London.

Rather than travelling home less often, an alternative reaction of a
legislator to representing a distant constituency is to simply leave the cap-
ital earlier in the week than those from constituencies nearer the capital.
In order to return ‘home’ at a reasonable time, an MP from a distant con-
stituency must leave the capital well before the end of the business of the
week, while their colleagues representing closer constituencies face no
such restriction.

Thus, in the US House of Representatives, votes held mid-week have
around 11 more Representatives participating than those at the beginning
or end of a week, while votes held at the end of a session have around
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eight fewer participants than those held at its beginning, indicating that
US Representatives, at least in part, choose to engage in electioneering
rather than legislating at these times (Rothenberg and Sanders 2000a:
267–8, see also Rothenberg and Sanders 2002). In contrast, Forgette and
Sala (1999) find no such effect of mid-week votes (the ‘Tuesday–Thursday
Club’) in their analysis of vote attendance in the US Senate. In the
European Parliament, turnout has been found to be significantly lower on
votes held on Fridays (Noury 2004; Scully 1997), as MEPs leave early to
return to their home countries for the weekend.

What is clear is that the remoteness of a district influences not just
where the representative spends their time, but also how much of it is
available. To the extent that travel time is ‘wasted’ time, a legislator repre-
senting a remote district may simply have significantly fewer hours avail-
able in the week. This is clearly illustrated by preferences in terms of the
location of the legislature. When voting on whether to move the German
capital from Bonn to Berlin, MPs from states (Länder) closer to Berlin
were much more likely to support moving the capital there than MPs
from Länder closer to Bonn (Wengst 1991: 341), which clearly matches
up to a preference for shorter travel time from constituency to capital.
Similarly, the longer the travel time from their constituency to Strasbourg
relative to the journey time to Brussels, the more likely Members of the
European Parliament are to support holding all plenary sessions in the
latter city (Whitaker et al. 2017).

In addition to the frequency and length of trips to the constituency,
the distance to the constituency from the capital may also influence the
focus of the representative. The existence of centre–periphery dynamics,
originating in more remote parts of a country being opposed to the state-
building and centralising processes initiated by the centre (Lipset and
Rokkan 1967), is well-established, and this cleavage remains salient in the
present (Alonso et al. 2013). Under such a dynamic, we would expect
that citizens ‘in the more peripheral parts of the country feel relatively
discriminated against’, and so expect a different representational focus
than those living near the centre (Thomassen and Esaiasson 2006: 226).
To the extent that a centre–periphery dynamic is at play, voters in more
distant constituencies may feel more detached from the political decision-
making process, whereas more centrally located voters may be more
engaged with politics and public policy. Thus, Martin (2013) finds that
members of the Irish Parliament (TDs) ask fewer questions on foreign
policy the farther their constituency is from Dublin, and similarly, TDs
from outside Dublin have been found to ask more locally focussed ques-
tions than TDs from Dublin itself (Martin 2011).
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This constituency-oriented focus of legislators from more distant con-
stituencies has also been found in comparative work. In a five-country
comparison, it was found, based on interview data, that MPs with longer
travel times are more likely to have a constituency focus (Heitshusen et al.
2005), and a similar effect, also based on interview data, has been found
for French MPs, with those MPs whose constituencies are farther from
Paris being more locally oriented (Brouard et al. 2013). This increased
focus on the constituency has also been documented in terms of case-
work, with MPs reporting spending more time on this the farther away
their district is from the capital (André et al. 2014).

It should be noted that even if legislators are more constituency-ori-
ented the farther away from the capital their seat is, this is not always
reflected in the allocation of resources. Thus, no effect was found of dis-
tance between the capital and the constituency on the allocation of
Senators’ staff between Washington, DC and their state (Atlas et al.
1997); however, a weakly significant positive effect on staff costs has been
found for distance between constituency and Westminster (Besley and
Larcinese 2011).

This focus on the constituency by legislators from more remote con-
stituencies is, however, not necessarily reflected in the amount of time
spent there. Comparative work on the amount of time legislators report
spending in their district found no effect of distance to the capital (André
and Depauw 2014; André et al. 2015). Similarly, distance to Westminster
was found to have no significant effect on how much time British MPs
estimated they spent in their constituency (Searing 1985). However, other
work, analysing junior British MPs, has found that MPs from constituen-
cies farther from London report spending more time in their constituen-
cies, but no significant effect for distance is found for the amount of
constituency surgeries they hold (Wood and Yoon 1998).

Given the restraint imposed by increased travel time, we would expect
that, as remoteness from the capital increases, presence in the capital
decreases. Attendance at parliamentary votes serves as a good proxy for
this; if an MP is in the capital, they would be expected to participate in
floor votes. While attending votes is only one form of representation, fail-
ure to attend votes should be very strongly correlated with not represent-
ing constituents’ interest by, for example, meeting with ministers or
interest group representatives, or attending committee meetings. We
thus have:

Hypothesis 1: The more remote their constituency, the fewer legislative
votes a representative takes part in.

Assuming that legislators are at least partly motivated by re-election
and believe their constituents value industrious MPs, those with low
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attendance rates should desire to signal to their voters that they are none-
theless hard at work for their interests, and so compensate by engaging in
other representational work which is less time-sensitive than voting. We
thus have:

Hypothesis 2a: The lower a legislator’s attendance rate is, the more they
will engage in representational activities in the capital which are not
time-sensitive.

If non-time-sensitive representational activities are primarily a question
of compensation, then these should be independent of constituency
remoteness; any effect of restricted time budgets should be built into
observed attendance rates. However, if centre–periphery dynamics are
present, this would not be the case. For MPs representing more remote
constituencies, there would be greater incentives to signal their voters that
they are hard at work representing them in the centre, bringing up and
drawing attention to issues which might otherwise be ignored, whereas
MPs from more centrally located constituencies should not have to worry
about sending such signals to their voters. We would thus expect MPs
with remote seats to engage in non-time-sensitive representational activ-
ities, not as compensation, but rather as an additional, complementary,
way to signal to their voters that they are hard at work. We thus have:

Hypothesis 2b: For MPs representing remote constituencies, the higher
their attendance rate, the more they will engage in non-time-sensitive
representational work.

Having outlined the hypotheses to be tested, the next section will dis-
cuss the case used to test them, the data used for this, and the operation-
alisation of the models.

Case, data, and operationalisation

The UK House of Commons serves as an ideal case to test the hypotheses
outlined above. There is wide geographical variation in the location of
constituencies relative to the capital, meaning there are few, if any, con-
cerns regarding sufficient variation on the variable of interest to establish
effects (if such are present). In terms of the ability of the findings to be
applicable to other countries, British MPs do not differ significantly from
the European average with regard to constituency orientation. In terms of
time spent in the constituency, while British MPs report spending a
smaller amount than the average of European MPs, this difference is not
significant at the 5% level (André and Depauw 2013; André et al. 2015).
Further, all MPs are elected using the same electoral system (single-
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member simple-plurality districts), avoiding the potentially confounding
effects of MPs having differing formal electoral incentives.

While not all votes are recorded in the House of Commons, with voice
voting being the default voting procedure (Hug et al. 2015), this is less of a
worry here than if analysing floor voting behaviour. While MPs may not
always enjoy being present for votes, any bias resulting from a non-random
sample of votes being recorded should be constant across MPs regardless of
the remoteness of their constituency. Attending votes is a key representative
function (Clark and Williams 2014; Rothenberg and Sanders 2000b), and
serves as a good proxy for other activities which require the presence of an
MP in the legislature, given the necessity of physical presence to vote and
the high value placed by parties on their MPs voting.

One potential issue is whether legislators in the UK can influence their
probability of re-election, which is necessary for the behavioural mecha-
nisms underlying the hypotheses to work. Any incumbency bonus in elec-
tions for the British House of Commons is almost certainly much smaller
than what is found in elections for the US Congress (Cain et al. 1984;
Gaines 1998; Smith 2013). However, the behaviour of British MPs does
have at least some influence on their electoral prospects. For example,
voters were 1.9 percentage points less likely to vote for MPs who were
caught up in the expenses scandal of 2009–2010 (Vivyan et al. 2012),
which suggests that voters both know who their MP is and, at least for
prominent issues, how they act. Similarly, Labour MPs who voted against
the party line on the Iraq war were somewhat more successful electorally
than those who did not, although this was dependent on whether or not
voters had a negative view of Prime Minister Tony Blair (Vivyan and
Wagner 2012). Even the simple fact of knowing a candidate for parlia-
ment’s name has been found to make voters more likely to cast their vote
for that person (Pattie and Johnston 2004). Overall, to the extent that
MPs desire re-election, their behaviour should, at the very least, take the
considerations of their voters into account, and evidence suggests that a
link does exist between the policy preferences of constituents and the
behaviour of their MP (Hanretty et al. 2017).

As in most parliamentary regimes, the opportunities for MPs to act as
re-election-seeking individuals in the legislature are quite restrained in the
House of Commons. However, one tool available to MPs to appeal dir-
ectly to their voters is the signing of EDMs. As EDMs are essentially non-
binding motions, on which neither debates nor votes are held, it is not
necessary to use parliamentary time to deal with them, meaning that there
are few procedural limitations on tabling these (House of Commons
Information Office 2010).1 As such, MPs may both introduce and sign as
many as they desire.2 Further, whips do not, as a general rule, attempt to
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influence MPs when it comes to introducing and signing EDMs
(Kellermann 2012), partly because EDMs serve as a source of information
to the whips regarding MPs’ policy concerns. The lack of party pressure
when it comes to EDMs means that they can, among other things, be
used to construct preference measures for individual MPs (Berrington
and Hague 1998; Franklin and Tappin 1977; Kellermann 2012).

A key feature of EDMs is that MPs recognise that they can be used to
emphasise their role in the political process, and to appeal to voters. MPs
are acutely aware that signing EDMs allows them to draw attention to
themselves (House of Commons Information Office 2010).3 While not
their only function, with EDMs also being used by MPs to signal party
leaders (see above), EDMs serve as a way to gain attention from voters,
often by focussing on parochial concerns, which is reflected in the large
number of EDMs which simply draw attention to local achievements
(such as sporting success); if MPs did not believe this to be an effective
way to appeal to their voters, they would not introduce and sign such
motions (Kellermann 2012). This is also shown by MPs sponsoring more
EDMs the smaller the majority they enjoy in their constituency, using
them in the expectation that they can shore up electoral support
(Kellermann 2013). Crucially, EDMs also serve a representative function,
by allowing (groups of) MPs to highlight to both voters and their party
issues which they consider important (Childs and Withey 2004). For the
present purposes, EDMs are ideal as they are easily understood by the
public and are not time-sensitive,4 allowing MPs to use them to signal to
their voters that they are hard at work representing their interests in the
capital. As such, EDMs serve as an ideal compensational activity for MPs.

To test the hypotheses, the voting records of the House of Commons,
as made available on the Public Whip website,5 and the full list of EDMs
and their signatories, as made available on the EarlyDayMotions website,6

were collected for both the 2005–2010 and 2010–2015 UK parliaments.
The data were validated by comparing random samples with Hansard.7

Potential estimation issues related to differences in term length are
avoided by the terms having near-identical lengths.8

To analyse the effect of remoteness to Westminster on voting attend-
ance (hypothesis 1), the share of votes attended by each MP in both the
2005–2010 and 2010–2015 Parliaments was calculated.9 As the number of
votes held varies widely according to the day of the week,10 attendance
rate is calculated by weekday, giving five observations per MP per term.
For hypotheses 2a and 2b (compensatory behaviour), the share of all
EDMs introduced in a term signed by each MP was likewise calculated
for both the 2005–2010 and 2010–2015 terms. As the distribution of this
second dependent variable is strongly right-skewed, as well as due to the
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lower marginal benefits of each additional signed EDM, the logged value
of the share of EDMs signed was calculated.11 The models were estimated
using OLS, as the dependent variables are approximately continuous.12

Given the repeated observations of MPs in terms of attendance (one per
weekday), and since many MPs served in both terms, the error terms are
not independent of each other. To deal with this, MP-clustered standard
errors were calculated in all models.

Two measures, capturing slightly different aspects of remoteness, were
used: travel time and the geodesic (‘as the bird flies’) distance between the
geographic centroid of the constituency and the Palace of Westminster.
Travel time (measured in hours) between the constituency and
Westminster was calculated using Google Maps, measured as the shortest
travel time between the constituency and Westminster,13 using whichever is
faster of public transport, driving, and flying.14 The geodesic distance
between Westminster and the constituency was calculated using Google
Maps, and measured in hundreds of kilometres. As these two variables cor-
relate at a very high level (0.886), they are used in separate models. Figure
6 in the online appendix illustrates geodesic distances from London.

Distance, respectively travel time, was interacted with dummy variables
indicating the day of the week (Monday is baseline), allowing for the ana-
lysis of attendance rates at the level of the weekday (hypothesis 1).

Several control variables are also included. Firstly, the number of whole
years served in parliament at the end of the 2010 and 2015 terms, respect-
ively, given that longer-serving MPs are expected to have higher name-rec-
ognition and other resources available to them, which may influence,
among other things, their attendance rate. As an illustration of this, research
has found that, in the US, the longer Members of Congress have served, the
less often they travel back to their constituencies (Hibbing 1991).

Secondly, to control for the greater incentives for governing party MPs
to be present for votes (to ensure a government majority), as well as such
MPs having more effective access to decision-makers in terms of repre-
senting their voters’ interest, a dummy variable equal to one if an MP’s
party was in government at the time of a vote (otherwise zero) was
included in the models. As different parties were in power in the two
terms covered by these data, the effect of government status can be esti-
mated independently of possible party-specific effects. Thirdly, I control
for the electoral safety of MPs by including a variable equal to the win-
ning margin of the MP (in percentage of the vote) in their last election.
As governing parties usually lose votes in elections, government party
MPs may be more sensitive to swings in electoral support (Johnston et al.
2002); to capture this, I interact the government status and electoral mar-
gin variables.
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Fourthly, in addition to the more general pressures discussed above, cen-
tre–periphery dynamics may also manifest themselves in the form of parties
which have a regionalist or secessionist philosophy. Such parties would be
expected to value presence in the capital less than MPs from parties with-
out such a focus, and have a much weaker emphasis on participating in the
national policy-making process. To control for this, the models include a
variable equal to 1 if an MP represents a party with a regionalist or seces-
sionist philosophy,15 and otherwise equal to zero. At the same time, as the
regionalist parties did not serve in government in the period under study,
their MPs had limited input into the law-making process, and so would
also be expected to be more inclined to use instruments such as EDMs to
draw attention to their constituents’ interests and concerns. Note that the
non-time-sensitive nature of signing EDMs does not require such MPs to
sacrifice spending time in their constituency to sign these.

Fifthly, given that frontbenchers tend to have duties which may prevent
them from voting, I control for the share of the parliamentary term each
MP served on their party’s frontbench in the 2005–2010 and 2010–2015
terms.16 Finally, I control for any potential effect of an MP not standing for
re-election, as such last-period MPs have been found to attend fewer votes
and sign fewer EDMs (Willumsen and Goetz 2017). Summary statistics of
the variables used in the models are shown in Table 1, with histograms of
the distribution of distance and travel time shown in Figure 1. For the
models analysing the signing of EDMs, the means and standard deviations
of all explanatory variables are identical to those shown in Table 1 (as these
are duplicates necessitated by analysing attendance by weekday).

Results

The results of the models analysing attendance are shown in Table 2. To
aid interpretation, I have plotted the predicted values of the share of votes

Table 1. Descriptive statistics.
Variable Obs. Mean Std. Dev. Min Max

Attendance by weekday 6370 0.596 0.272 0 1
Share of EDMs signed 1274 0.057 0.102 0.000 0.686
Attendance rate (overall) 1274 0.703 0.132 0.077 0.995
Distance to Westminster (km)* 6370 216.808 166.973 0.711 851.999
Travel time (hours) 6370 2.698 1.300 0.083 6.064
Government party 6370 0.553 0 1
Not standing for re-election 6370 0.185 0 1
Years as MP 6370 13.816 8.784 0 54
Electoral margin (in %) 6370 18.850 12.298 0.080 63.800
Share served on frontbench 6370 0.351 0.418 0 1
Regionalist party 6370 0.020 0 1
*The models use this variable scaled to 100s of kilometres.
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Figure 1. Distribution of distance and travel time to London.

Table 2. OLS models – attendance rates.
Distance Travel time

Distance to London (in 100 kms) –0.016**
(0.003)

Travel time to London –0.010**
(0.004)

Tuesday –0.012** –0.015**
(0.003) (0.004)

Wednesday –0.008 –0.009
(0.004) (0.005)

Thursday –0.153** –0.124**
(0.006) (0.008)

Friday –0.572** –0.537**
(0.009) (0.011)

Tuesday * Distance to London/Travel time 0.013** 0.012**
(0.002) (0.002)

Wednesday * Distance to London/Travel time 0.012** 0.010**
(0.002) (0.002)

Thursday * Distance to London/Travel time –0.009** –0.018**
(0.002) (0.003)

Friday * Distance to London/Travel time 0.000 –0.013**
(0.004) (0.004)

Electoral margin (in %) –0.000 –0.000
(0.000) (0.000)

Governing party 0.120** 0.121**
(0.009) (0.010)

Governing party * electoral margin –0.000 –0.000
(0.000) (0.000)

Not standing for re-election –0.043** –0.043**
(0.009) (0.009)

Years as MP –0.003** –0.003**
(0.000) (0.000)

Front bench (share of time) –0.003 –0.003
(0.009) (0.009)

Regionalist party –0.126** –0.147**
(0.030) (0.032)

Constant 0.772** 0.767**
(0.013) (0.014)

N 6370 6370
R2 0.781 0.779

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01 – clustered standard errors in brackets.
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attended by weekday (Figure 2)17 at different levels of distance and travel
time to London.18

Strong support is found for hypothesis 1 (remoteness). As can be seen
in Figure 2, regardless of whether remoteness is operationalised as dis-
tance or as travel time, the farther away a constituency is from
Westminster, the fewer votes are attended by its MP. The extent to which
this is the case, however, depends on the day of the week a vote takes
place. On Tuesdays and Wednesdays, attendance is highest, and inde-
pendent of how remote a constituency is; as can be seen in Figure 2, the
top two lines are essentially flat and overlapping. On Mondays, there is a
small effect of remoteness on attendance, with MPs from more remote

Figure 2. Predicted attendance rates.
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constituencies attending votes at a lower rate than those from constituen-
cies nearer London.

A much stronger effect is seen for attendance on Thursdays and
Fridays, where MPs whose constituencies are far from Westminster
attended votes at much lower rates than those MPs from more central
constituencies. For example, an MP whose constituency is located 100 kil-
ometres from Westminster would be predicted to attend 59.5% of votes
on Thursdays, and 18.6% on Fridays, whereas one whose constituency is
400 kilometres away would attend 51.7% and 13.7%, respectively.
Similarly, an MP whose constituency is one hour’s travel time away would
be expected to attend 61.3% of votes on Thursdays, and 20.6% on
Fridays, whereas one whose constituency is four hours away would
attend, respectively, 52.7% and 13.6% of votes. These differences are all
significant at the 0.05 level.

To explore substantive effects in more detail, I calculated the predicted
attendance rates while holding all other variables at their means. The
average attendance rate was 70.3% over the two terms, with an average of
1263.5 votes recorded per term in the two terms covered, meaning that
the average MP attended 884 votes per term. An increase in travel time
from 15 minutes to five hours19 leads to a drop in the attendance rate of
5.8 percentage points, equal to 73 fewer votes attended, while an increase
in the distance between Westminster and the constituency from 1 to 600
kilometres20 leads to a decrease of 7.9 percentage points, equivalent to
100 fewer votes attended. As a comparison, the difference between gov-
ernment and opposition MPs is equivalent to 140 votes (11.1 percentage
points) fewer in the models using distance to Westminster, and 144 (11.4
percentage points) fewer in the models using travel time. The substantive
effect of remoteness on vote attendance is thus between 51% and 71% of
the effect of an MP’s party being in government. Variations in constitu-
ency remoteness thus lead to both substantial and significant difference in
attendance rates.

The data also supports the general intuition that MPs travel home
regularly, returning for the start of business on Mondays (with those trav-
elling far arriving a bit later). Variation in overall attendance rate is pri-
marily driven by MPs attending fewer votes on Thursdays and Fridays. In
terms of the control variables, electoral margin has either no or a very
small effect on attendance rates for both governing party and opposition
MPs, with governing party MPs attending votes at a significantly higher
rate than opposition party MPs. Retiring MPs attend significantly fewer
votes, as do more experienced MPs.

MPs’ attendance rate is thus clearly influenced by the remoteness of
their constituency: the farther away, and the longer the travel time, the
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fewer votes they attend. Irrespective of whether this is caused by increased
travel times or by a centre–periphery dynamic, constituencies farther
from London are less well-represented in Westminster. This raises the
question of whether MPs use non-time-sensitive activities to compensate
for lower attendance rates.

To explore this, I model the rate at which MPs sign EDMs, which takes
very little time to do, and for which few time constraints exist. This stands
in stark contrast to floor voting, which takes significant amounts of time,
and which is highly time-sensitive – you cannot make up for a missed vote
later in the term. At the same time, EDMs allow MPs to signal to their vot-
ers that they are actively looking out for their interests. As such, a strategic
MP who cannot attend votes due to the increased travel time caused by a
remote constituency would be expected to sign more EDMs. To test
hypothesis 2b (effect of attendance is conditional on remoteness), I interact
each MP’s attendance rate with the remoteness of their constituency.21

The models analysing EDM signing are shown in Table 3, with pre-
dicted signing rates shown in Figures 3,22 4, and 5. The figures show all
MPs with an attendance rate above 0.4 and below 0.95, equivalent to
96.78% of all observations.

Table 3. OLS models – logged EDM signing rates.
Distance Travel time

Attendance rate (overall) –2.427** –3.506**
(0.937) (1.326)

Distance to London (in 100 kms) –0.184
(0.183)

Distance to London * attendance rate 0.586*
(0.268)

Travel time to London –0.357
(0.277)

Travel time to London * attendance rate 0.829*
(0.396)

Electoral margin (in %) –0.030** –0.028**
(0.006) (0.006)

Governing party –1.789** –1.789**
(0.232) (0.232)

Governing party * electoral margin 0.025** 0.024**
(0.009) (0.009)

Not standing for re-election 0.121 0.117
(0.182) (0.182)

Years as MP –0.002 –0.003
(0.009) (0.009)

Front bench (share of time) –1.230** –1.243**
(0.177) (0.179)

Regionalist party 1.373** 1.541**
(0.388) (0.333)

Constant –1.377* –0.764
(0.671) (0.937)

N 1128 1128
R2 0.173 0.166

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01 – clustered standard errors in brackets.
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For MPs elected in constituencies relatively near London (<300 kilo-
metres/<3 hours), the lower their attendance rate, the more EDMs they
sign, indicating that they are using these to compensate for their lower
attendance rate (hypothesis 2a). However, for MPs elected from more dis-
tant constituencies, no such compensatory effect is found. For MPs
elected in very distant constituencies (400+ kilometres/5+ hours), the
higher the attendance rate, the greater the share of EDMs signed, indicat-
ing that a different logic is at play, one placing a higher value on showing
constituents that a legislator is active on their behalf in the capital
(hypothesis 2b). In terms of the control variables, electorally safer MPs
from both government and opposition parties sign significantly fewer
EDMs, with governing party MPs signing significantly fewer EDMs than

Figure 3. Predicted EDM signing rates (controlling for attendance rate).
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opposition party MPs. Front-bench MPs also sign significantly fewer
EDMs. No significant effect is found for retiring or more experienced MPs.

To more clearly illustrate the conditional effect of distance and attend-
ance rate, predicted EDM signing rates at 100 and 400 kilometres are
shown in Figure 4, and for one and four hours’ travel time in Figure 5,
which represents, respectively, the 29th and 87th percentile (distance),
and the 14th and 82nd percentile (travel time).

As can be seen, once the attendance rate rises above around 60% (con-
ditional on distance) or 65% (travel time), there is a statistically signifi-
cant difference between EDM signing rates of MPs from more central
constituencies compared to those from more distant ones (see Figures 8
and 9 in the online appendix for similarly significant effects for 50 kilo-
metres vs 300 kilometres and half-hour vs. three hours travel time). MPs
with lower attendance rates are, based on the remoteness of their con-
stituency, indistinguishable in terms of EDM signing rates. However, MPs
with higher attendance rates significantly differ; as the attendance rate
increases for MPs from more central constituencies, EDM signing rates
decline, indicating a compensatory logic. For MPs from more distant con-
stituencies, this is not the case. These MPs also use EDMs to signal their
voters, but are not doing so in a compensatory manner. Rather, the driv-
ing force is much more likely to be a centre–periphery dynamic, where
good representation is perceived differently depending on how far
removed a constituency is from the capital.

The MPs with the highest attendance rate, who have little to compen-
sate for, thus differ in their behaviour depending on how remote their
constituency is, whereas less active MPs do not differ. Centre–periphery
dynamics are thus manifested among those MPs who seek to represent

Figure 4. Predicted EDM signing rates (100km vs. 400km).
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their voters well; the ones from more remote constituencies use EDMs to
signal their voters that their interests are being represented at the centre,
whereas MPs with similar attendance rates from more centrally located
constituencies have no need to send such signals.

It should also be noted that both for attendance at votes and the sign-
ing of EDMs, the effect of belonging to a regionalist party is highly sig-
nificant (at the 1% level). In terms of attendance rate, MPs belonging to
such a party attend around 12.6 percentage points fewer votes when using
the distance variable to measure remoteness, and around 14.7 percentage
points fewer when using the travel time variable. As the average attend-
ance rate over the two terms was 70.3%, the substantive effect of an MP
belonging to a regionalist party on the attendance rate is thus very large.
In terms of EDM signing, belonging to a regionalist party leads to an
increase of 137% in the share of EDMs signed when using the distance
measure, and an increase of 154% when using the time measure.23

Regionalist parties use EDMs to draw attention to the interests and con-
cerns of their voters much more than non-regionalist party MPs do, while
placing less emphasis on legislative work, as indicated by their lower
attendance rates. This supports the argument that for MPs from more
remote constituencies, EDMs are used to signal to voters that their con-
cerns are being raised at the centre, and are not a primarily a compensa-
tory device.

Overall, there were 9438 EDMs introduced per term in the two terms
covered, the average share of EDMs signed (by MPs who signed at least
one)24 was 6.5%, meaning that the average MP signed 613 EDMs per
term. Calculating predicted EDM signing rates, and holding all other vari-
ables at their means, I find that an increase in travel time from

Figure 5. Predicted EDM signing rates (1 hour vs. 4 hours).
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15 minutes to five hours leads to an increase in the EDM signing rate of
1.7 percentage points, equal to 160 more EDMs signed, while an increase
in the distance between Westminster and the constituency from 1 to 600
kilometres led to an increase of 2.7 percentage points, equivalent to 255
more EDMs signed. In comparison, government MPs sign around 207
fewer EDMs than opposition MPs (both distance and travel time models).
The effect of remoteness on EDM signing is thus on average roughly
equivalent to the effect of the government status of an MP.

In summary, the farther away an MP’s constituency is, the fewer votes
they attend, and the more EDMs they sign. For MPs from more remote
constituencies, and unlike for MPs from more central constituencies,
EDM signing rates are not primarily driven by a desire to compensate for
lower attendance rates. Rather, the increased signing rates as remoteness
increases appears to be an attempt by MPs to signal to their voters that
they are hard at work, and to draw attention to policy issues at the polit-
ical centre, with this most likely driven by centre–periphery dynamics.

Conclusion

This article has explored the effect of the geographical remoteness of con-
stituencies on political representation. By analysing the attendance at
votes and the signing of EDMs by British MPs, which are all elected using
the same electoral system, but where there exists a wide variation in the
travel time and distance from the capital, it was found that, regardless of
how it was measured, the more remote a district is, the fewer votes its
representative will cast in the legislature. Conversely, it was shown that
the more remote a district is, the more its legislator will engage in sym-
bolic, non-time-sensitive representational behaviour, such as signing
EDMs. Finally, the motivation for signing EDMs was found to vary
according to remoteness of constituencies. For MPs elected from centrally
located seats, the prevailing logic was one of compensation – the lower
the attendance rate, the more EDMs were signed. For MPs from more
remote constituencies, the logic was different, and instead focussed on
representing interests which might otherwise be ignored in the capital.
Additionally, regionalist MPs, who explicitly have a non-centre-focussed
view when it comes to political representation, were found to be much
less present in the capital, and much more active in terms of signing
EDMs, again suggesting that a centre–periphery dynamic, rather than a
compensatory one, is at play when it comes to the signing of EDMs.

Thus, aligning with previous findings that MPs from more remote dis-
tricts have a more constituency-oriented representational focus (André
et al. 2014; Heitshusen et al. 2005), behaviour is significantly influenced
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by remoteness. Less centrally located constituencies have different repre-
sentational desires, and this is reflected in the behaviour of their represen-
tatives. Distance to the constituency is not merely a time constraint on
legislators, and should not be understood only as such. Rather, voters are
differently represented the more remote their constituency. As such, and
similar to the findings of systematic differences in representation based
on gender, race, and income, substantial differences in representation
exist driven by geographic factors, indicating that voters are unequally
represented and may have worse access to the levers of power depending
on where they live.

This article focussed on the role of remoteness for representation in a
system employing single-member districts; future work should explore the
role of distance and travel time in electoral systems employing multi-
member districts, where voters’ identification of ‘their’ MP is harder, and
where voters’ ability to punish and reward individual behaviour may be
limited by party lists. Furthermore, the evidence presented in this article
suggests that any analysis of the drivers of attendance rates in legislatures
should control for the remoteness of constituencies relative to the capital.

Finally, by influencing travel time and geographical remoteness relative
to the political centre, the physical location of the capital matters for rep-
resentation. While it is a rare event, capitals can be moved, as the exam-
ples of Brasília (previously Rio de Janeiro) and Berlin (Bonn) illustrate.
The findings here suggest that, when considering where to place a coun-
try’s capital, one consideration should be geography.25 By choosing a cap-
ital in a central location, centre–periphery dynamics may be reduced,
thereby leading to a lessening of systematic differences in political
representation.

Notes

1. One exception is that the opposition (in particular the leader of the
opposition) can use EDMs to seek a debate on a statutory instrument (also
known as ‘praying’ against it). Further, EDMs can also serve the purpose of
being motions of censure; the Callaghan government’s fall in 1979 was
caused by an EDM tabled by Margaret Thatcher (then leader of the
opposition) (House of Commons Information Office 2010).

2. The Parliamentary Labour Party requires that, if requested to do so by the
Chief Whip, MPs must delay by one day the tabling of an EDM (House of
Commons Information Office 2010).

3. The House of Commons itself notes that ‘Public interest in [EDMs], which
is well known to Members, perhaps in itself, demonstrates their purpose’
(House of Commons Information Office 2010: 2).

4. To introduce an EDM, an MP simply hands in its text to the so-called
Table Office (open every weekday when the House is sitting); to sign an
EDM, an MP can simply tear out the page on which it is printed in the
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Notice Paper and hand it in to the Table Office. EDMs stay current (and so
available to sign) until the end of the session in which they were introduced
(House of Commons Information Office 2010).

5. http://www.publicwhip.org.uk/project/data.php
6. http://www.edms.org.uk/data/
7. Data from both websites has previously been used for academic research

(see for example Firth and Spirling 2006; Heppell 2013; Benedetto and Hix
2007; Willumsen and Goetz 2017).

8. The average number of sitting days per year (i.e. days where the House of
Commons was in session) was 143.6 in the 2005–2010 Parliament, and
147.2 in the 2010–2015 Parliament (House of Commons Department of
Information Services 2015).

9. All MPs serving at the end of each term, with the exception of the Speaker
and Deputy Speakers, were included. In the cases where an MP was elected
in a by-election, the share of votes participated in and EDMs signed was
calculated based only on those held/tabled after the by-election was held.
Similarly, in the three cases in the period covered where an MP resigned
and then won the subsequent by-election (David Davis in 2005–2010,
Douglas Carswell and Mark Reckless in 2010–2015), the votes held between
the resignation and the by-election were excluded for the purposes of
calculating attendance rates. As noted above, EDMs do not expire until the
session in which they were introduced ends (House of Commons
Information Office 2010), and so these MPs’ temporary absence from the
House of Commons should not influence their EDM signing rate.

10. Most votes in the House of Commons take place on Mondays (21.8%),
Tuesdays (29.5%), and Wednesdays (34.8%), with votes on Thursdays (7.2%)
and Fridays (6.6%) being less frequent.

11. Using the non-logged share of EDMs signed also leads to non-normally
distributed residuals, whereas the residuals when using the logged values are
approximately normal.

12. As a robustness check, the models analysing attendance rates were also
estimated using fractional response regression. The results (see Table 4 and
Figure 10 in the online appendix) are substantially identical to the models
using OLS, and so the OLS results are presented due to their ease of
interpretation.

13. Data on constituency boundaries and centroids for were obtained from the
Office of National Statistics. In a small number of cases, the centroid was
located in an inaccessible location. In these cases, the nearest accessible
location was used instead. The ONS only provides data for the Westminster
constituencies located in Great Britain; for the Northern Irish constituencies,
the location of constituency offices was used instead.

14. Travel time by plane was calculated as the sum of the travel time from the
constituency to the nearest airport (the smallest of travel time by either car
or public transport) which operates direct flights to London, arriving
60 minutes before the departure of the flight, the flight time as given by
Google Maps, 30 minutes to disembark and get to the airport railway
station, and 45 minutes by public transport to Westminster. In the cases
where no direct flight was available from a nearby airport, and the travel
time to an airport which did have such flights by car or public transport
was prohibitive, the flying time including a layover was used.
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15. Plaid Cymru, the Scottish Nationalist Party (SNP), and the Social
Democratic and Labour Party (SDLP). Sinn Féin do not take their seats in
Westminster, and so cannot vote or sign EDMs.

16. This variable was coded (in yearly increments) based on the House of
Commons database of MPs: http://www.parliament.uk/mps-lords-and-
offices/mps/. No MP served as a minister in both terms due to the change
in government composition in 2010. Frontbench was defined as the
frontbench of both the government and of the opposition, as well as
opposition spokespersons for the smaller parties. Three MPs (David
Blunkett, James Gray and Malcolm Rifkind) held a front-bench position
which covered only one calendar year in the 2005–10 Parliament. Blunkett
(who was a member of the Cabinet between 5 May and 2 November 2005
(182 days) was coded as having served one year, as was Rifkind, who served
as Shadow Secretary of State for Work and Pensions from May to
December 2005. James Gray served for one week as Shadow Secretary of
State for Scotland in May 2005, and was coded as zero.

17. See Figure 7 in the online appendix for similar findings using a binary
(present/not present) dependent variable.

18. The figures are plotted for all observations, except for distances of over 800
kilometres; this affects only the Orkney & Shetland (852km) and Na h-
Eileanan an Iar (848km) constituencies.

19. Two per cent of observations had a travel time of more than five hours.
20. Two per cent of observations had a distance between Westminster and

constituency of over 600km.
21. As EDM signing is not time-sensitive, these models use MPs’ overall

attendance rate, rather than attendance by weekday.
22. The predicted values in Figure 3 are shown without confidence intervals, as

the large number of these makes the figures illegible.
23. As the ‘share of EDMs signed’ variable is the log of the share signed, a one-

unit increase in an independent variable should be interpreted as leading to
a change in the dependent variable of the independent variable’s coefficient
* 100%.

24. By convention, Ministers, the Speaker, and the Deputy Speakers do not
sign EDMs.

25. At the sub-national level, a number of administrative units have their
administrative centre outside of the unit itself, making them prime
candidates for relocating their ‘capital’. For example, Brussels is the capital
of the region of Flanders, while being a region in its own right. Between
1921 and 1986, the capital of Lower Austria (Niederösterreich) was Vienna,
even though Vienna was a federal state (Bundesland) in its own right. It is
worth noting that the new capital (St Pölten) was also the city located
closest to the geographic centre of Lower Austria of the five cities
considered as the site of the new state capital.
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