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Chapter 3

Congressional Elections

Electoral Structure and Political
Representation

Erik Engstrom

Congressional elections are inherently important. They determine who holds
power in Congress and, as a consequence, determine who holds power in the
entire government. For this reason alone they would be worth studying. But
congressional elections also present a godsend| for researchers interested in
the study of campaigns and elections. By providing 435 House races every two
years with varying political and economic conditions—constituencies, partisan
bases, media markets, demographics, economic |interests, etc.~—congressional
elections provide researchers with a series of “mini-laboratories™ to study vot-
ers, candidates, and campaigns. The presidency, by contrast, offers only one
electoral contest every four years, and a unique jone at that. Thus it is unsur-
prising that congressional elections have attracted substantial scholarly atten-
tion. And, as a result, students of congressional elections have produced a rich,
and well-respected, body of knowledge. The purpose of this chapter is to sur-
vey recent developments in the study of congressional elections and to suggest
potential new frontiers of exploration.
No single essay, however, can cover the vast literature on the topic.! To nar-
row the focus to a manageable level, the chapter examines the impact of the
U.S. electoral structure on the contemporary Congress. The first section of the
essay exarnines how changes in electoral rules over time have shaped the behav-
tor and outcomes of congressional elections. The|second section examines how
the electoral structure shapes voter behavior. The third section turns to the
relationships between legislators and constituents. The final section discusses
potential new directions in the study of congressional elections. In particular,
I discuss how the rise of party polarization has produced a series of new and
important questions regarding the conduct of congressional elections.

The Institutional Foundations of Congressional
Elections

One simple, yet powerful, way to classify the world’s legislatures is to place
them along a spectrum. At one end are strong-party systems. At the other
end are candidate-centered systems. In a strong-party system, voters select
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46 Erik Engstrom

candidates based on their party label and the indjvidual attributes of candidates
tend to matter less. A Westminster parliamentary system, like Great Britain’s,
serves as a paradigmatic example (Cox 1987). Vioters cast votes based on their
feelings towards the political parties, and much Iess on the personal characteris-
tics of the particular candidates running in their constituency. At the other end
are candidate-centered systems. In these systemns voters care more about the
personal characteristics and the issue positions jof candidates. Here we might
place modern United States congressional elections. This is not to say that party
labels are unimportant in candidate-centered elections, or that the personal
characteristics of candidates are unimportant in party-centered elections, but
that the relative emphasis placed on candidateg and party labels differ across
the two regime types.

Political scientists have found that, to a great extent, formal institutions
undergird these differences. Formal institutions are the rules of the game. Like
any game, rules constrain behaviors, by raising the costs of certain actions and
providing incentives for other actions. In the context of congressional elec-
tions, scholars have emphasized electoral rules as they apply to nominations,
the campaign for votes, and how those votes translate inte legislative seats.
Changes in any one of the various aspects of the game can lead to changes
in how elections are conducted. To take one example, letting voters choose
party nominees instead of party elites will alter how candidates campaign and
how they will behave in the legistature. Thus electoral rules provide incentives
for certain types of actions, which in turn shape the behavior of candidates,
activists, and voters.

Yet because the rules governing U.S. congressional elections have remained
largely constant over the past thirty years, it can be easy to miss their particular,
and pervasive, effects. One way scholars have discerned the effects of electoral
rules is to compare modern congressional electigns to those of the past.? In the
rest of this section, I examine some of the major historical developments in
the conduct of congressional elections. How candidates are nominated, how
ballots are cast, and how votes are translated into congressional seats have each
changed dramatically throughout American histpry. Looking backward across
time will throw modern elections into sharp relief.

Nominations

The first step in winning a congressional seat is to gain the nomination of one
of the major political parties. Nowadays we take it for granted that voters get to
choose their party’s nominee in primary elections. But choosing nominees in
direct primaries was not the norm throughout the nineteenth century. Instead,
congressional nominees were typically chosen in closed party nominating con-
ventions, These conventions were comprised of local party elites who met every
two years to select congressional nominees (along with other local offices and
. delegates to state and national conventions). These conventions were often
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Congressional Elections 47

run by party bosses, particularly in cities, who held enormous sway over the
nomination process (e.g., Yearley 1970; Reynolds 2006).

- The image of candidates being selected in smoke-filled backrooms might be
exaggerated, but it contains more than a kernel of truth. Nominations were
very much an “insider’s” game. Party, or factional, loyalty was critical. Run-
ning as a maverick who bucked the local party organization was a risky way to
build a political career. Rather, the system rewarded loyalty. The nomination
system meant that candidates were dependent on local party managers, or party
bosses, for their nomination. Even if an incumbent wanted to continue serving
in Congress there was no guarantee that he would be re-nominated. Abraham
Lincoln, for instance, was one of the casualties of the practice known as “rota-
tion”—where different factions of a party would take turns holding a congres-
sional seat. Elected to the House of Representatives in 1846 as member of the
Whig Party, Lincoln served a single term in the 17.S. House of Representatives.
Although he expressed interest in running for reelection, the Whig organiza-
tion back in his district chose someone else to be the Whig nominee.?

Reforms at the state level during the early twentieth century replaced the
convention nomination system with direct primaries. Still used to this day in
almost every state, direct primaries handed the ¢hoice of nominees directly to
voters. By forcing candidates to make appeals to voters for nomination, the
direct primary accelerated the tilt towards a candidate-centered system (Ware
2002}. Candidates have to win votes directly from citizens, Primaries have
gradually tilted the competitive advantage to politicians who could develop a
petsonal reputation with voters and away from

Although primaries reduced the influence of party machines, another, per-
haps unintended, consequence was to reduce competition for party nomina-
tions. Since the initial adoption of direct primaries there has been a steady his-
torical decline in competition within primaries.| Incumbents face few serious
challengers in primaries and often run uncontested. In a comprehensive study
of competition in primaries, Ansolabehere et al, {2006: 78} found that the num-
ber of competitive House primaries—where the winner receives 60 percent or
less of the vote—was 29 percent between 1910 and 1938. From 1960 to 2000,
the number of competitive primaries plummeted to 11 percent. Thus, most
incumbents face little serious competition in their primaries, and even fewer
lose in primaries. :

Balloting

A second major feature of the electoral system concerns the physical conduct
of casting a ballot. Although we may think of the mechanics of casting ballots
as a tather mundane aspect of elections, it turns out that the order in which
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candidate names are arranged on a ballot and ho
have a huge influence on electoral outcomes. O
presidential election to see the potential impact
al. 2001). Today when we vote, we go to a poll
ballot containing candidates for every office. Th
and printed out by the state or local governme
in secret. Voters are free, if they so choose, to v
for president and a Republican for the House {o
given to a non-partisan poll worker (or as is bec
in or recorded on a computer).
Contrast that with voting in the nineteenth g
teenth century, elections were conducted using
strip” ballot. This type of ballot had two distingu

featured the party’s nominee for the most impor
or governor—at the top of the ticket and cand

were listed below it. It did not list candidates for
the Democratic ballot would contain only Dem

dent to governor to House candidate and so on

and handed out by the parties (today they are
Voters would receive these ballots either in their
them from party “hawkers” standing outside th

many polling stations into rough-and-tumble ars
ers tried to force their ballots on prospective v

2004).
During presidential election years the party’
vice-president, and frequently their images, head

w ballots are physically cast can
ne need only look to the 2000
of ballot layouts (e.g., Wand et
ng station where we receive a
ese ballots have been compiled
nt. We then fill out our ballot
ote for a Democratic nominee
r vice versa). The ballot is then
oming more common, mailed

entury. For most of the nine-
what is known as the “party
shing features. First, the ballot
tant office—such as president
lidates for subordinate offices
other parties. So, for example,
ocratic candidates from presi-
. Second, ballots were printed
printed by the government),
newspapers or they would get
e polling stations. This turned
nas as competing party hawk-
oters (Bensel 2004; Summers

s nominees for president and
ed the ticket, usually followed

by the names of the electors, and then candidates to lower offices in descend-

ing order. Thus, candidates for Congress would

find their names listed below

candidates for more prominent offices {i.e., pres
ballot only contained candidates of a single p

ident, governor). Because the
rty, voters were faced with a

simple choice: vote for all of the Democratic candidates or all of the Republi-
can candidates. The physical format radically curbed split-ticket voting; voting
for a Republican nominee for president and a Democrat for Congress was not
easy. Although there were some workarounds—such as writing in an alterna-
tive name over the name of a listed candidate—these practices were cumber-
some. Moreover, voting was public. Voters cast their tickets in full view of any-
one who wanted to watch. All of these features reinforced straight-ticket voting
(Rusk 1570; Engstrom and Kernell 2005).
Thus, the fates of same-party candidates were thoroughly intertwined. Con-
gressional candidates were dependent on the efforts of local parties to work
together to pull them into office (Carson, Engstrom, and Roberts 2007). Con-
gressional candidates were also subject to the papularity of the candidate that
headed the ticket. A congressional candidate saddled with an unpopular presi-
dential nominee at the top of the ticket could find the campaign rough-going.
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Congressional Elections 49

in the late 1880s when Mas-
Australian, or secret, ballot.?
rnment reformers, sometimes
y with the perceived (and real)
slds 2006). The reform quickly
every state had adopted some
t had a number of distinctive

This system fundamentally changed starting
sachusetts first adopted what was known as the
The reform efforts were pushed by good-govet
in conjunction with politicians, who were fed uj
corruption of party machines (Ware 2000; Reyn
spread across the country and by 1920 almost
version of the new ballot format. The new ballg
features. First, it was printed by the government rather than by the parties.
Second, it placed candidates of all the parties-onto a single, consolidated ballot.
Finally, it included provisions for secrecy at the ballot box.

These changes to the electoral system wrought by the Progressive Era helped
sweep away the strong party machines and set down the building blocks for the
emergence of a candidate-centered system, Candidates began to control their
own fates to a much greater degree than they did|in the past. They were no lon-
ger bound to the fates of the other candidates on the ticket—in particular the
presidential nominee at the head of the ticket. They also could no longer rely
on the local party organization to pull them to yictory by rallying the faithful
on Election Day.

Perhaps most important, from the perspective
individual attributes and campaign talents of cas
tral importance. For instance, Carson and Robe
importance of candidates having prior office-he
electoral success, increased following the passage of the Australian ballot. Can-
didate quality further spiked-up during the 1960s (Cox and Katz 1996). This is
not to imply that partisanship does not matter in terms of voting decisions. It
still operates as an informational cue for voters (discussed more below). But it
is not the same thing as strong party machines bringing voters to the polls.

In short, changes in the electoral structure over the last 120 years have turned
modern congressional elections increasingly into a candidate-centered system.
Getting to Capitol Hill takes entrepreneurial self-starters. The next section con-
siders how these changes have influenced the responsiveness and competitive-
ness of congressional elections.

of congressional elections, the
rdidates began to take on cen-
rts (n.d.) have shown that the
nlding experience, in terms of

Competition and Responsiveness i
Elections

n Congressional
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The most powerful tool that voters have, in the
gress is changes in the number of seats each party
the most recent elections to see the dramatic infl

aggregate, to influence Con-
- holds. One need only look to
uence congressional elections

can have. The 2006 election marked the Democrats’ return to the majority for

the first time since 1994. Democrats captured c
Senate by riding a wave of public discontent wi
Bush administration’s handling of Hurricane Kat
congressional majorities in the 2008 elections, an

ontrol of both the House and
th both the Iraq War and the
rina. Democrats padded their
d, for a brief period, even held
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a sixty-seat filibuster-proof majority in the Senat
the House gaining sixty-four seats from the Dem

Though dramatic, the seat swings in recent el
some of those found in earlier periods of Ame
1854 the Democrats lost a monumental sevent
had 234 members total, so the seat swing accoy
the membership. Similar swings routinely hag
teenth century. In 1874 the Republicans were
massive wipeout—surrendering ninety-four sg
lost 125 seats {in a chamber of 357). What is fa
these elections is that the national vote division
(Brady 1991). Small vote swings produced outsiz
tists have devised a measure to more precisely ca
vote and seat changes. The measure—known as,|
percentage change in legislative seats given a per;
vote. Higher values of the swing ratio indicate a1

changes in the vote lead to large changes in seat

a systemn where large changes in the vote lead
shares.

Figure 3.1 displays the value of the swing r4

The figure shows steady erosion in the swing
most of the nineteenth century, the swing ratio
for every one-point change in the national vot

e. In 2010, Republicans retook
rocrats.

ections pale in comparison to
rican history. For example, in
y-four seats. The House only
inted for nearly 30 percent of
»pened throughout the nine-
on the losing end of another
ats. In 1894, the Democrats
cinating—and telling—about
did not change zll that much
red seat swings. Political scien-
pture this connection between
the swing ratio~—calculates the
centage change in the national
n electoral system where small
shares. Lower values indicate
to only small changes in seat

tlo from 1850 through 2008,
ratio over time. Throughout
was over five. In other words,
e, legislative seats changed by

5
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&
o 3
=
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Election year

Figure 3.1 Swing ratio, United States House racgs {1850-2008)
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s. In 2006 the swing ratio was
election swept the Democrats
est by historical standards, In
have become increasingly less

5 percent. Compare that to more recent election
a more modest value of two. Even though that
into power, the actual swing in seats was mod
short, seat swings in congressional membership
responsive to changes in the vote.

This is not meant to suggest that public opinion does not matter. Macro
movements in public opinion certainly influence congressional decision-mak-
ing (Erikson, MacKuen, and Stimson 2002}, But by looking back across time,
we can see that in the modern era it takes a bigger swing in the national vote
to alter the seat distribution in the U.S. House. This matters because the seat
distribution in Congress shapes the ideological dlignment of government. The
responsiveness of seat swings to vote swings also matters because it influences
how members behave and who they represent. Ifjelections are local affairs, then
members of Congress will pay more attention to their local constituency and
worry less about their national party label. But if elections are influenced pri-
marily by what the party does on Capitol Hill, then members will gear their
actions towards promoting their party label at the expense of local concerns.

Closely tracking the decline in the swing ratio has been a general decline
in competitive districts. This is not surprising; the two factors are intimately
related. The more districts that are competitive the more districts that will shift
with changes in the national vote (Mayhew 1974b). For instance, a district that
is split 5248 in favor of the Democrats will mofe likely flip if there is a small
shift in the vote to the opposition party. But a district split 70-30 in favor of the
Democrats will be much less likely to flip even ifjthere is a2 major national vote
swing to the opposition party. In other words, the more districts that are evenly
divided, the more districts that have the potential to change party hands. Thus,
as individual districts become less competitive, the responsiveness of congres-
sional membership to changes in the national vote diminishes.

SW_322_Ch d.Indd &1

To get a sense of over-time trends in competit
ber of districts where the victor won by 55 perc
vote. The 55 percent threshold is a traditional m
either competitive or non-competitive (Jacobsg
with the swing ratio, there has been a steady de
sional elections over the last one hundred years.

on, Figure 3.2 plots the num-
ent or less of the major party
etric of classifying districts as
n 2009; Mayhew 1974b). As
cline in competitive congres-
In the late nineteenth century

nearly 40 percent of House elections met the ¢
drop-off occurred near the turn of the last cent

mpetitive threshold. A steep
. This was then followed by

another drop in the 1960s. The number of competitive races has remained low

ever since.

One consequence of low competition is that membership in Congress is rela-
tively stable from one year to the next. Where Congress was once a layover in
a longer political career, it is now a destination. For many modern politicians,
serving in Congress represents the culmination of a political career. Again,
the comparison with the nineteenth century is illuminating. For much of the
nineteenth century, serving in Congress was often one stop in an otherwise
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Figure 3.2 Competitive United States House rag
with 55 percent of major-party vote g

1999; Kernell 1977a; Polsby
reer might involve winning a
ng a term or two in Congress,
wadays, for many, serving in
D-MI) was first elected to the
> years and counting—he has
-WV) served in the Senate for
to date in the upper chamber.
tios, uncompetitive elections,
of congressional elections for
ast modern literature on con-
contributing to the decline in

peripatetic career (Brady, Buckley, and Rivers
1968). A typical nineteenth-century political ca
local office, serving in the state legislature, servis
and then returning to the state legislature. No
Congress is a destination office. John Dingell (I
House in 1955 and continues to serve (fifty-five
been reelected twenty-six times). Robert Byrd (D
a record fifty-one years, by far the longest career

The search for the cause of declining swing ra
and decreased turnover has preoccupied students
the past thirty years. Indeed, one can frame the v
gressional elections as the search for the reasons

competition in elections over time. Scholars have|
Ome suspect that has occurred to many pundits an
suspicion is that incumbents of both parties collu

locked in a number of places.
d scholars is redistricting. The
ded to draw lines that protect

themselves (Tufte 1973). The overall trend, howe
redistricting only has a minimal impact on decliz
general thrust of the literature suggests that whi
competition in the short term, it can only accoun

ver, among researchers is that
ning competition. Indeed, the
le redistricting might depress
t for a small proportion of the
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overall decline in competition {(Friedman and Hg

Other scholars have argued that voters may b
“blue” districts. For example, in an intriguing esss
suggested that the residential patterns of voters m

lden 2009).

e the root cause of “red” and
iy Bruce Oppenheimer (2005)
night be leading to the decline

3/30/2G11  12:38:56 PM



SW_322_Ch 3.indd 53

Congressional Elections 53

in electoral competition. As the country has beco
been seeking out places to live that better mesh
ple, young artisans tend to congregate in urba
class families tend to select upscale suburbs. It g
lifestyle choices correlate with partisanship. The
has alsc been a political sorting of America into
Here, according to Oppenheimer, lies the bas]
Full empirical documentation of these trends is
provocative notion.

Finally, many scholars have pointed to the can
greatest contributor to the decline, accordingto1
importance of incumbency. To rephrase James (
the 1992 presidential election: “It’s the candidat:
labels, and money all influence elections, the dx
outcomes, according to many scholars, are the
in each district. If you want to predict which cal
sional election, you only need to answer one sim
running for reelection? If so, bet on the incuml
but it is close. When incumbents face political 1
always wins.

For many scholars, changes in the U.S. electo
tury have encouraged and accentuated the electo
The story gees something like the following, The
cal parties means that representatives had to ru
strom, and Roberts 2007). They could no longer
them to victory. As a result members of Congre
ing the skills it takes to win election on their own
they became much better at scaring off challenge
performing tasks for their constituents, bringin
etc. The result has been the rise of incumbent vi
of competitive congressional elections.

Thus, despite much research into the subjec
cause of uncompetitive House elections exists. M
cussed above play a role. But here again there is g
weight to put on each of these factors remains 3
addition, another area of potential future researcl
depth the consequences, if any, of uncompetitive
tion for researchers and the public is to favor mg
belief is that uncompetitive elections are somehg
it is not entirely obvious that more competitior
tion. Indeed, some scholars have recently argue
tricts would in fact make citizens unhappy (Brun

For example, Buchler {2005) has argued that
to an economic market—where competition is

me more mobile, citizens have
with their fifestyle. For exam-
n centers while upper middle
0 happens that many of these
> result of this lifestyle sorting
“deep red and blue” districts.
s of uncompetitive elections.
still lacking, but it is a highly

didates themselves. The single
many researchers, has been the
Carville’s famous mantra from
g, stupid.” While issues, party
iving determinant of electoral
particular candidates that run
ndidate will win in a congres-
ple question: is an incumbent
bent. It is not a-foolproof bet,
iovices, the incumbent almost

ral structure over the last cen-
ral advantages of incumbency.

demise of strong, local politi-
n on their own (Carson, Eng-
rely on party machines to carry
ss gradually adapted, develop-
1, As they evolved and adapted
s, raising financial war chests,
g home pork-barrel projects,
ctory margins and the decline

I, no definitive answer to the
ost likely all of the factors dis-
till much to learn. How much
In important research task. In
1 would be to consider in more
elections. The natural inclina-
pre competitive elections. The
yw a failure of democracy. But
1 promotes better representa-
d that more competitive dis-
ell 2008).

thinking of elections as akin
prized—might be the wrong
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metaphor to apply to elections. Instead, if one
the relationship between an employer and emplt

the employees) then less competitive districts o
tion. It is easier for the representative (employ
{employer) wants if that district is sending a clea
red or deep blue send very clear signals to repy

tions, on the other hand, send mixed signals a
wants, making it harder for representatives to ca

an intriguing perspective, the implications of wh

into topics such as redistricting, campaign finan

Presidents and Midterms

Another major structural feature of congressig

tional staggering of elections. In particular, the

tions into “presidential” and “midterm” election

tal dynamics of congressional elections. The div

midterm years affects who shows up to vote and
election years the party winning the presidency y
For instance, in 2008, Democrats captured the §

time picking up twenty-two House seats, Sinc
presidency has gained seats in the House in thi
tions. This correlation between presidential and

the possibility of a presidential coattail effect, v

candidates pull fellow congressional candidates
century the party ticket ballot induced long co

thinks about representation as
ryee (where representatives are
right ensure better representa-
ee) to know what the district
r signal. Districts that are deep
esentatives. Competitive elec-
bout what the district median
ter to the median voter. This is
rich might lead to new insights
ce, and negative campaigning.

nal elections is the Constitu-
division of congressional elec-
s creates one of the fundamen-
ision between presidential and
how they vote. In presidential
rsually gains seats in Congress.
Vhite House while at the same
E 1940 the party winning the
rteen out of the eighteen elec-
congressional success suggests
vhere trivmphant presidential
into office. In the nineteenth
tails. In those states that held

congressional elections in November, the fates ofjcongressional candidates were
physically linked with the presidential candidate at the top of the ticket. In the
modern era, with ballots that allow split-ticket voting, the mechanism underly-
ing “coattail” voting remains unclear. Thus, although there does appear to be
a “presidential pulse” to congressional elections (Campbell 1997) the mecha-
nism underlying this relationship is not clearly ynderstood.

On the flip-side are midterm elections. One of the regularities of U.S. poli-
tics is that the president’s party will lose seats inja midterm election. Only four
times since 1826 has the president’s party gained seats in midterm clections. A
number of different explanations have been offered for this pattern. One of the
earliest explanations for this phenomenon was ‘surge and decline” (Campbell
1960}, Popular presidential candidates motivate marginal voters to turn out and
vote. And they support congressional candidates of the victorious presidential
candidate—the surge. Two years later the absence of a galvanizing presidential
race leaves these marginal voters sitting at home. As a result the congressional
candidates of the president’s party suffer—the decline, The idea of surge and
decline fell out of scholarly favor for a number of vears but has recently been
partialty rehabilitated by James Campbell (1997).
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Other scholars have argued that voters use th
endwm on the performance of the president and
example, argued that voters who are upset or d
performance are more likely to turn out to v
of “negative voters” at the midterm causes the

_ Another variant of the referendum argument is {
In particular, they use their votes to ideologically
ers, in the aggregate, tend to be moderate. Thus i
eral (or too conservative) voters can pull the ideg
back towards the center by voting for candidat
party (Fiorina 1992).

 Finally, Erikson (1988) has argued that voter
the president no matter his performance. Wheth
whether there is peace or not, the president’s par
idential penalty argument can be supplemented
put forth by Oppenheimer, Stimson, and Wate;
the size of the presidential penalty depends on
the president’s party holds going into a midtern
president’s party holds the more they lose. Here,
the Democrats lost so many seats—sixty-four—i
a number of House seats in the 2008 election, De
tions “overexposed.” They had 255 seats to defe
historical average. By this logic, Democratic loss
because there was a Democrat in the White Ho
large number of seats to defend.

Again, research in this area has pushed forwd
gressional elections. But a number of important
tions remain. What exactly is the psychological t
Or is coattail voting an artifact of other factors ¢
presidential and congressional voting, such as {
2009)? Why does a presidential penalty exist? W}
House members for what the president has, oz
voters who engage in “penalizing” behavior? At
questions about what motivates voters in congre

Congressional Voters

Most of what scholars know about voter behav
U.S. presidential elections. Relatively less is kng
sional elections. This imbalance reflects the cqg
survey data at the level of congressional districts.
enough statistical samples in each of 435 districts
the study of congressional voters, This lacuna, hy
by the magnificent new Cooperative Congressio

e midterm election as a refer-
his party. Kernell (1977b), for
issatisfied with the president’s
pte. Thus, the preponderance
president’s party to lose seats,
hat voters behave strategically.
balance the government. Vot-
f government becomes too lib-
logical balance of government
es opposite of the president’s

s simply penalize the party of
er the economy is up or down,
ty suffers at the polls. The pres-
by considering the argument
rman {1986). They found that
how many congressional seats
n election. The more seats the
then, could be one reason why
n the 2010 election. By gaining
mocrats entered the 2010 elec-
nd which was well above their
es in 2010 were large primarily
ise and they had a historically

rd our understanding of con-
and tantalizing research ques-
hasis, if any, of coattail voting?
hat simultaneously drive both
he state of the economy (Fair
1y do some voters punish their

has not, done? Who are the
the heart of these questions lie
ssional elections.

ior comes from research into
vwn about voting in congres-
mparative paucity of reliable
The difficulty of creating large
haslong served as a barrier for
wever, is currently being filled
nal Election Study (CCES). By
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surveying over 30,000 people, the CCES provids
make inferences about what is happening within
sional districts, This will allow scholars to probe
that has not been possible previously. The first
2006 and scholars have already begun to produc
nal elections (e.g., Ansolabehere and Jones 2010

This is not to say, however, that we know not
ers, Indeed, scholars have uncovered a numbez
gressional voters. In particular, the overriding 1
sional voters is that voters tend to know few ¢
candidates running in their district. And in ma
recall the names of the candidates running (Mill

Wolfinger 1980). At first glance, this informatig

some. However, a compelling logic resides behi
was most forcefully laid out by Antheny Dow,

Economic Theory of Democracy (1957). Whether
almost no impact on the outcome of an electig

scale election your vote will have no impact on
date wins or loses. Thus the instrumental benefi
vote are essentially zero, according to Downs’ |
informed about the details of candidates runni
trivial. One has to pay attention to the election
in the case of the incumbent, their past record. |
effort that could be spent on something else). Tt
to this logic, the costs of gathering encyclopedicl
the benefits.

Instead, voters rely on simple mental shortcut
nal elections the two primary mental shortcuts

s for sufficient sample sizes to
and across individual congres-
district-level opinion in a way
CCES study was conducted in
e new insights into congressio-
; Stone and Simas 2010).

thing about congressional vot-
of common facts about con-
heme of the study of congres-
f the policy details about the
ny cases, voters are unable to
er and Stokes 1963; Mann and
vn deficit might seem trouble-
nd this “ignorance.” The logic
ns in his influential book, An
an individual votes or not has
n. In other words, in a large-
whether your preferred candi-
s to casting a “well-informed”
pgic. Yet the cost of becoming
ng in a House election is not
, the campaign promises and,
These are all “costs” (time and
s for most people, according
mowledge of politics outweigh

5. In the context of congressio-
voters use are party labels and

incumbency. Indeed, research into congression;
and incumbency are the two most powerful ¢
partisanship first. If you only know whether a
Democrat, you already know a fair amount of i
dates. For instance, one can be almost certain

voters finds that partisanship
rrelates of the vote. Consider
candidate is a Republican or
formation about those candi-
at a Democrat is to the left of

a Republican on the ideological spectrum (Ansglabehere, Snyder, and Stewart
2001; Lee, Moretti, and Butler 2004). You might not know precisely where on
the spectrum each candidate resides, but you can reliably guess which candi-
date is on the left and which is on the right.

Thus, the party label provides a simple, yet powerful piece of information.
It is therefore not surprising that voters lean on jt heavily in making their vote
choice. This correlation between party identification and vote choice, how-
ever, has fluctuated over time. Reliable survey evidence only dates back to the
1950s but the nadir of party voting appears to be the early 1970s (Bartels 2000;
Jacobson 2009). Since the mid-1970s there has been a steady uptick in the asso-
ciation between party identification and vote ¢hoice—that is, seli-identified
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nd self-identified Republicans
among the electorate are criti-
plitics more broadly. The more
have substantial consequences
ess is organized, and the kinds

Democrats voting for Democratic candidates, a
voting for Republican candidates. These changes
cal for understanding changes in congressional p
weight that voters place on the party label will
for both how campaigns are waged, how Congr
of legislation that is crafted.

The other major correlate of vote choice is wh
bent. All else being equal, voters are more likel
a challenger. The simple fact of putting “incun

ether a candidate is an incum-
v to select an incumbent than
nbent” next to a name on the

ballot, however, is not what attracts voters. Inst
rogate for the likes and dislikes that voters have
son (2009) has shown, for example, that memb;
various constituency and campaign activities, ag

ead incumbency acts as a sur-
about candidates. Gary Jacob-
ers of Congress, through their
quire favorable images among

nem a leg-up over challengers
nd that voters generally report
thallenger, and that voters are
re” about an incumbent than a
hat translates into voters being
vords, voters find many things

the public. These favorable images then give tl
{who tend to be less well known). Jacobson fou
knowing more about the incumbent than the ¢
much more willing to report something they “li}
challenger. It is this disparity in public images tl
more willing to vote for incumbents. In other v
to like about their incumbent.

This underlying basis of incumbent-driven yoting has been reinforced in
IMaestes (2004). They discov-
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recent work conducted by Stone, Maisel, and
ered that while voters certainly care about partis
positions, they also care about the competency
equal, voters prefer candidates who demonstrat
to public service. Again, this makes logical se
“low-information” voter. Voters cannot anticip
a representative will have to deal with. Nor do
track what a representative is doing in Washin
rational to choose someone they trust to act in

anship and a candidate’s issue
> of candidates. All else being
e integrity and a commitment
nse from the standpoint of a
ate the panoply of issues that
most voters have the time to
gton, Instead it may be more
the best interests of the con-

stituency, even if that constituency does not have well-informed views about

what it wants (Fenno 1978). Thus, relying on six
signal whether a candidate is trustworthy and v
constituents is more efficient than gathering det
candidates.

Legislators and Constituents

The nature of the electoral system, and the inf]
mately matters because it pervades politics in W
congressional elections, representatives, to a larg
gress based on their own entrepreneurial efforts.
machine or presidential coattails to pull them tl
must work hard for their own reelection. The pr

nple pieces of information that
vill act in the best interests of
siled policy information about

ormation voters rely on, ulti-
ashington, D.C. In the case of
e extent, win election to Con-
['hey cannot depend on a party
hrough on Election Day. They
imacy of reelection in shaping
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congressional behavior was most famously prg
influential book Congress: The Electoral Conng
representatives have many goals—securing fa
positions of power within the legislature, attract
must actually serve in Congress to achieve any
argued that members could be treated “as if” th
of reelection. The primal pursuit of reelection in
their priorities on Capitol Hill.

Notably the drive for reelection creates an ir
gress to promote localistn and particularistic pe
toral system rewards self-reliant politicians, ther
concentrated benefits for their district while diffy
districts. They can then claim credit for bringin
to their district. This encourages a policymaki
benefits into 435 district-sized morsels.

It would be an overstatement, however, to a
runs unchecked, or that politicians spend all ¢
As we saw above, voters also rely on a candidat
conveys information to voters even if voters 1
details of public policy. But unlike the person
has—which is primarily under their individu
the party as a whole is dependent on the action
share that label. Developing a reputation as a
problems—such as fostering economic growt
over to all members of that party. The label is the
by all members of a party. Indeed, the import
informational cue provides one of the chief rs
parties. Party leaders are given the task of coo
members who share the party label. They als
actions, or legislation, that might tarnish the pa
1993; Aldrich 1995). If members go their own
solely to their district median, they run the risk cc
mational value of the party label. On the other
too tied to their party’s ideclogy, especially w
median voter, can face electoral punishment (Ca
2002; Carson et al, 2010). The need to appeal t
while at the same time remaining members of 2
the fundamental and intriguing issues in the
of this dilemma has long been of interest to le
1967; Cain, Ferejohn, and Fiorina 1987). But t
the conclusion to this essay I discuss how reces
between parties and candidates are leading to 1
sional elections.

ppounded in David Mayhew’s
ction (Mayhew 1974a). While
vorable legislation, capturing
ing media attention, etc.—one
of those goals. Thus, Mayhew -
ey were single-minded seekers
fluences, to a profound degree, -

1centive for members of Con-
plicymaking, Because the elec-
e {s a strong incentive to pursue
l1ising the costs to the other 434
& jobs and federal money back
ng system that divides public

rgue that particularistic policy
tay at the pork-barrel trough,
e’s party label. The party label
emain unaware of the arcane
1al reputation that a member
al control—the reputation of
15 of the other politicians who
party that can solve national
h, peace, or clean air—spills
refore a collective good shared
tance of the party label as an
itionales for creating political
rdinating the diverse needs of
o are tasked with preventing
rty label {Cox and McCubbins
vay and tailor their campaigns
rllectively of diluting the infor-
hand, members who become
here it differs from the local
nes-Wrone, Brady, and Cogan
o local, diverse constituencies
1 national party creates one of
tudy of Congress. The study
gislative scholars (e.g., Stokes
here is still much to learn. In
nt changes in the relationship
ew developments in congres-
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A Word about the Senate

Maost of this essay has emphasized House elections, This reflects a balance of
research between House and Senate elections that favors the former. Though
much of what I have discussed also applies to Senate elections, there are some
important distinctions worthy of attention. Senate elections themselves have
undergone a number of fundamental, and fascinating, changes over time.
Indeed, senators were not chosen by voters at all until the 1914 elections fol-
lowing passage of the Seventeenth Amendment, The job of choosing senators
instead resided with state legislatures. The framers sought to insulate the Senate
from public fads and temporary passions. Indirect elections, coupled with a
staggered electoral cycle, were the solution. Perhaps even more so than House
elections, nineteenth-century Senate elections were party-dominated affairs.
Senators owed their election to fellow partisans in the state legislature (Eng-
strom and Kernell 2007). And by all accounts the state legislative selections of
senators were bitter partisan affairs {Schiller and Stewart 2004).

In an ironic twist, however, opening up Senate elections to public participa-
tion, beginning in 1914, has made Senate elections more responsive and corm-
petitive than the House elections.

Senate elections tend to be more competitive and the swings in the partisan
distribution of seats in the Senate tend to be higher. Figure 3.3 presents the
number of competitive Senate races (using the 55 percent threshold) from 1952
to 2008, Overall, Senate elections are more competitive than House elections.
The reasons why Senate elections remain mor¢ competitive than the House
are fairly straightforward. States tend to be more heterogeneous than the aver-
age House district. The prestige of a Senate seat entices more competitive
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Figure 3.3 Competitive United States Senate races {1952-2008). Winner wins
with 55% of major-party vote or less.

SW 882 Chaindd 59 @ 330/2011  12:38:57 PM




60 Erik Engstrom

1ces also tend to feature better
> Senate elections do indicate a
. Given the close partisan seat
ympetition has meant an ever-
; those that can tip the balance

challengers to run against incumbents. Senate g
financed campaigns on both sides. But even herg
general downward trend regarding competition|
balance in the Senate, the decline in state-level ¢
increasing focus on just a handful of Senate raceg
between majority and minority status.

New Directions: Congressional Elections in an

Age of Party Polarization

One reason why the U.S. Congress remains a lively, and fascinating, area of
scholarly research is because the institution frequently changes. This essay has
examined the recent evolution of congressional elections. But congressional
elections, along with the institution itself, continpe to evolve. Looking forward,
one question scholars have begun to ask is whether we are returning to a party-
centered system, Although the strong party machines and bosses of the nine-
teenth century may have vanished, other partisan actors might be filling the
void. The influence of ideological activists, national party committees, partisan
news outlets (e.g., Fox and MSNBC), and partisan financial donors (McCarty,
Poole, and Rosenthal 2006) could be pushing|congressional elections away
from candidate-centered politics. What is interesting, from an historical per-
spective, is that we appear to be in an era of partisan pelarization yet without
the strong party organizations of the nineteenth century.

By most metrics, congressional parties are as jpolarized as at any time since
World War II (McCarty et al. 2006}. The result has been a growing reluctance
by either side in Congress to compromise and a rise in obstructionist legislative
tactics, especially in the Senate. As Morris Fiorina has eloquently put it: “The
political class today allows national problems to fester because its members
insist on having the entire loaf, not just a portion, and/or because they would
rather have an election issue than incremental progress” (Fiorina 2005; 176).

While the rise of partisan polarization could be troublesome for those con-
cerned about congressional performance, for students of congressional elec-
tions it presents a number of fascinating resear¢h questions that scholars are
just now beginning to explore. To take one example, consider the current con-

- figuration of electoral and legislative politics. We live in an era of low intra-
district competition but high levels of legislative polarization, At first glance,
these two trends might seem to naturally follow from each other. Where dis-
trict-level competition is low, members can take more polarized ideclogical
positions without fear of losing, Deep red, or deep blue, districts should cause
little penalty for a member of Congress who stakes out a strident roll-call record
(assuming the representative is on the “correct” side of the district).

Yet looking back in history suggests that the two trends need not coin-
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nineteenth century was very high, mirroring the levels that we see now in Con-
gress. This provides scholars with something akin to a laboratory experiment to
study the causes and consequences of legislative golarization. How do members
behave when competition is high and polarization is high (as in the nineteenth
century) compared to a period of low competition and high polarization (as
in the twenty-first century)? How does Congress fashion legislation when only

Questions such as these suggest that there is much still to learn about congres-
sional elections. The importance of congressional elections is hard to overstate,
As the other essays in this volume attest, the politics of congressional elections
pervade almost everything Congress does. The drive by representatives to get to
Washington, and then stay there, casts a long shadow over Capitol Hill. Thus,
understanding Congress, and by implication national politics, necessitates
understanding the electoral system and its impact on congressional politics.

Notes

1 For the student interested in a more comprehensive treatment, one can do no better
than reading Gary Jacobson’s magisterial book, The Politics of Congressional Elections.
(2009).

2 Another approach would be to compare United States congressional elections with
other electoral systems around the world (Cain, Ferejohn, and Fiorina 1987).

3 One can engage in a bit of historical fancy wondering what would have happened had
Lincoln stayed in the House of Representatives rather than returning to Ilincis where
he bided his time as a lawyer before reentering natignal pelitics in 1858.

4 The ballot was so-named beczuse it was first developed in Australia during the
1850s.

5 For an early example of the kind of research I'have in mind, see Brady (1973).
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