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District Attentiveness and Representation in

the Modern Congress

Abstract

While spending time at home among constituents is a fundamental part of repre-

sentation, few studies have provided a detailed accounting of legislator behavior in the

district. As a result, the effects of such behaviors, otherwise known as a legislator’s

“home style,” on the quality of representation remain unknown. In this dissertation,

I use newly collected data on senator travel, staffing, and credit claiming patterns to

test classic theories of legislator behavior in the district and their applicability to rep-

resentation in the modern Congress. In the first paper, I examine if district activities

serve as a complement or substitute to policy representation. To do so, I investigate

how a senator’s decision to allocate time and staff to a county interacts with their roll

call voting behavior. In the second paper, I analyze which local communities senators

choose to emphasize in their official communications with constituents. Finally, in the

third paper I turn the discussion to the House. I investigate if ideologically extreme

representatives use constituency service differently than moderates and the subse-

quent consequences for constituent perceptions. Taken together, these papers expand

our knowledge of legislator behavior in the district and the representative-constituent

relationship.
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| Introduction

This dissertation is a compilation of three papers exploring how legislators seek

to connect and build relationships with their constituents. The idea at the core of all

three papers was posed by Richard Fenno in 1977: “Every representative must make a

basic decision with regard to his home style: ‘How much and what kinds of attention

shall I pay to home?” ’ Fenno (1977, 890). This question of how to best allocate one’s

resources to reach and connect with constituents is a fundamental part of being a

representative that all legislators, no matter the size of their district, have to grapple

with. However, despite it’s importance, much of the literature on this question was

performed in the 1970s and ’80s, leaving open the question of whether those findings

still hold true today.

The first paper in my dissertation, “Senators at Home: Local Attentiveness and

Policy Representation in Congress,” reexamines one such finding: that allocating re-

sources to the district cultivates enough goodwill to insulate incumbents electorally,

creating less need to represent constituents’ policy preferences. Surprisingly, this im-

portant argument has never been tested systematically, leaving the relationship be-

tween policy representation and constituent attention unknown. Using county-level

data on senator travel patterns and the allocation of Senate staff, I show that local

attentiveness is not an effective substitute for roll call votes. While the allocation

of staff to counties has no impact, there is suggestive evidence that local visits actu-
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ally hurt senator evaluations among ideologically distant constituents. These results

suggest that district activities are not a cure for public polarization over legislators.

In sum, these findings demonstrate that the benefits of local attentiveness are not

universal.

In the second paper, I investigate which local communities senators choose to em-

phasize in their official communications with constituents. Although credit claiming

is a fundamental activity of members of Congress, little is known about how legis-

lators decide which constituents to target and why. In this paper, titled “Where Do

Senators Claim Credit? An Investigation of Geographies in Senate Press Releases,”

I use over 64,000 Senate press releases from Grimmer (2013a) to analyze which local

communities senators emphasize in their communications with constituents. First,

results show that senators are significantly more likely to mention high population

and core electoral areas. Second, it appears that local factors condition the elastic-

ity of credit claiming with respect to the actual amount of federal grants going to

counties. Finally, constituents significantly increase their approval of senators when

their county receives more attention. Overall, this analysis takes advantage of sena-

tors’ own “expressed priorities” to ascertain which areas they believe to be the most

important to target, revealing the importance of local electoral conditions in senator

credit claiming behavior.

Finally, the third paper, “The Helpful Extremist: The Relationship Between Case-

work and Ideology in Congress,” turns the discussion towards the House. I investigate

if ideologically extreme representatives use local attentiveness differently than mod-

erates and the consequences for constituent perceptions. To this end, I analyze staff

allocation patterns in the U.S. House from 2010 to 2018. Results reveal that extreme

Republicans allocate significantly less staff to local offices than moderate Republicans,

although this trend appears to be driven by district characteristics. Additionally, ex-
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treme Democrats do not allocate their staff differently than moderate Democrats.

Next, I investigate the relationship between ideological extremism, constituency ser-

vice, and constituent perceptions using an original survey experiment embedded in

the 2017 CCES. In this experiment, I randomize both if the candidate is labeled

as “extreme” and the number of constituents helped. Results reveal that copartisan

constituents rate extremists more favorably than moderates for the same levels of

casework, indicating that extremists can benefit from casework above and beyond

moderate representatives in the eyes of core constituents. Taken together, these anal-

yses enhance our understanding of ideological extremism and its consequences for the

district.
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1 | Senators at Home: Local Attentiveness
and Policy Representation in Congress

In October 2018, Republican Senator Ben Sasse of Nebraska lamented the diffi-

culty of communicating with his constituents: “You got to talk to Nebraskans however

you can get to them. I live in Nebraska, but that’s on weekends. And so in D.C.,

Monday to Friday, I fly off to my day job. And Nebraska’s a small place, but it’s still

1.9 million people across 93 counties and a couple of time zones, 450 miles east to

west.”1 Representing 1.9 million people across 450 miles clearly presents its difficul-

ties for communicating with constituents. No matter the size of the constituency, all

legislators are forced to make strategic decisions about where to visit and therefore

which constituents to listen to. These decisions encapsulate the difficulties of geo-

graphic representation; legislators have limited amounts of time, staff, and roll call

votes to distribute across their constituencies in the hopes of achieving reelection.

In Home Style, Fenno (1978) famously described how legislators strategically allo-

cate these resources to develop personal ties with their constituents through periodic

visits to their districts and carefully crafted communications. Ever since, scholars have

taken for granted that legislators use their resources in the district to gain voting lee-

way in Washington (Fenno 1978; Fiorina and Rohde 1991). In this prevailing theory,

district activities cultivate enough goodwill to insulate incumbents electorally, creat-

1https://www.npr.org/2018/10/15/657588629/in-them-sen-ben-sasse-says-politics-are-not-what-
s-dividing-americans
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ing less need to represent constituents’ policy preferences. The resulting conclusion

is that legislators can substitute district activities for policy representation. Surpris-

ingly, this important argument has never been tested systematically. Furthermore,

more recent models of candidate behavior suggest that legislators with personal ad-

vantages will locate at the center of the policy spectrum (Ansolabehere and Snyder

2000; Groseclose 2001), suggesting a complementary relationship between the district

activities that generate such valence and policy representation. The tension between

these bodies of literature leaves the question of whether district activities and policy

representation are complements or substitutes unanswered.

In this paper, I use newly collected data on senator travel and staffing behavior

along with survey data from the 2011-2018 Cooperative Congressional Election Study

to provide insight into senatorial home style and adjudicate between these competing

theories. While previous studies have analyzed more general patterns in district focus,

I analyze travel and staffing patterns at the county level to provide the most localized

investigation to date.2 The results suggest that status within the legislature is an

important predictor of individual variation, and that population size and campaign

donations are important sources of geographic variation.

While the traditional congressional literature would suggest that senators are mak-

ing these decisions to gain voting leeway in Washington, I show that such activities

are not effective substitutes for roll call votes. The allocation of staff and local visits

does not improve senator evaluations among constituents, and local visits may in

fact make evaluations worse among ideologically distant constituents. These findings

indicate that local activities are not a cure for ideological disagreement, and that the

two dimensions of representation may actually work in a complementary fashion to

2See Parker (1986) for the most comprehensive analysis of the frequency and duration of trips
and Grose (2011) for a discussion of the intentional location of staffers.
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compound public polarization over legislators.

These results have two important implications for the literature on representation.

First, they suggest that traditional theories of legislators in the district need to be

reevaluated for the current political environment. Changes in transportation, polar-

ization, and increased pressure to raise campaign funds have created new expectations

for legislators, and as a result, different kinds of strategies and motivations. Second,

visiting hostile areas seems to be a counterproductive strategy for senators. Visits do

not cultivate trust, and there is suggestive evidence that they actually dampen ap-

proval. Overall, the findings in this paper show that the benefits of local attentiveness

are not universal.

1.1 Local Attentiveness and Policy Representation

In 1977, Fenno wrote that political scientists should focus on studying repre-

sentatives in the district where “their perceptions of their constituencies are shaped,

sharpened, or altered” (Fenno 1977, 883). Understanding how members perceive their

constituency is the key to understanding member behavior, since the main goal of a

legislator is to get reelected (889). After following 18 congressmen over a period of

7 years, Fenno came to the conclusion that members strategically cultivate a unique

style in the district depending on constituent preferences. Specifically, a legislator’s

home style is composed of how they present themselves to constituents, the allocation

of resources between Washington and the district, and explanations of Washington

activities (Fenno 1978).

In this paper, I focus on two particularly critical aspects of home style: the allo-

cation of time and staff to the district (Fenno 1977, 891). Both of these resources are

important distributive tools that reflect members’ priorities and goals (Parker 1986).
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Although spending time at home takes legislators away from significant Washington

activities, such as bargaining with colleagues and drafting legislation, it also allows

them to be in the physical presence of constituents. Doing so provides opportunities

to cultivate personal relationships and sends the signal that legislators value such

interactions. As a result, time in the district is often thought to generate trust and

open lines of communication, thereby increasing perceptions of responsiveness and

approval (Fenno 1978). Furthermore, time in the constituency provides important

opportunities to position take, advertise, and credit claim (Mayhew 1974).

Locating staff in the district is similarly important, because, as Salisbury and

Shepsle (1981) wrote, “the core of any congressional enterprise is the personal staff of

the member” (561). The allocation of staff to state offices reduces legislators’ ability

to pursue legislative accomplishments, because Washington-based staff are generally

dedicated to legislative matters and help legislators write, recruit support for, and

navigate legislation through Congress (Schiff and Smith 1983; Montgomery and Ny-

han 2017). However, doing so also increases the legislator’s ability to connect with

constituents, as state based staff are more accessible and involved in the community.

Thus, legislators who allocate more staff to local offices likely have less capacity to

pursue legislative accomplishments, but more to pursue constituency services. These

decisions have been shown to impact constituent perceptions; Parker and Goodman

(2013) find that senators who spend more on staff and have more state offices are

significantly more likely to be viewed as “constituent servants.”

Despite their importance, relatively little is known about how these resources are

distributed across the constituency and the subsequent consequences for policy repre-

sentation. However, classic works such as Fiorina (1977) suggest pessimism about the

relationship, arguing that members use ever-increasing staff to distract constituents

from what’s truly going on in Washington. If legislators focus on credit claiming,
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constituents may not notice or care that they aren’t being substantively represented.

Similarly, Grimmer (2013a) demonstrates that legislators from districts composed of

the other party’s partisans emphasize appropriations in their communications with

constituents as opposed to policy positions. This strategy seeks to downplay policy

disagreement and highlight the local activities of legislators which can appeal to con-

stituents across the ideological spectrum. As a result, “representatives may be able

to use their home styles to generate leeway for their out-of-step views and decrease

the information about roll-call votes in Washington” (Grimmer 2013a, 16).

District activities can also substitute for policy representation by providing the

legislator with a vehicle for cultivating trust among constituents. In contrast to the

idea of legislators distracting constituents with local benefits, cultivating trust requires

the legislator to explain their behavior in Washington (Fenno 1978). These explana-

tions include defenses of policy positions and often involve “running for Congress by

running against Congress” (Fenno 1978; Lipinski, Bianco, and Work 2003). Lipinski,

Bianco, and Work (2003) find that these distancing explanations can have positive

electoral consequences for members of the House with disaffected voters. Similarly,

Grose, Malhotra, and Parks Van Houweling (2015, 725) show that, while senators do

not hide their votes on key roll calls from constituents with whom they disagree, they

do “tailor aspects of their messages to the views of the person” they are attempting

to convince. The authors go on to show that these tailored explanations are effec-

tive at increasing support for the incumbent, suggesting that a legislator who spends

more time convincing constituents to trust them should gain more voting leeway in

Washington.

However, while legislators may be able to build trust through carefully crafted

communications, spending time on the ground is a very different sort of interaction for

which we have little empirical data. For example, face-to-face interactions do not allow
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legislators to take their time and tailor the perfect response. Instead, district events,

such as town halls, are uncontrolled environments that require legislators to think

of responses to pointed questions on the fly. Furthermore, in contrast to the control

legislators have over the topics of press releases and other constituent communications,

they do not get to pick which issues constituents bring up in discussion. It is very

difficult to opt out of an exchange, forcing legislators to address issues they may

otherwise choose to brush under the rug.

Additionally, there are reasons to believe that a senator’s time and staff are par-

ticularly ill-suited to work as substitutes for policy representation in today’s political

environment. Congress is currently more polarized than ever before, and affective

polarization is at an all time high (Iyengar and Westwood 2015; McCarty, Poole, and

Rosenthal 2006). While appropriations normally fund public goods that benefit all

constituents in an area, a senator’s time and staff are excludable goods that may serve

to alienate constituents who do not feel that their priorities are being represented.

Similarly, research has shown that constituents are significantly more likely to reach

out to copartisan representatives, limiting the benefit of local staff for out-party con-

stituents (Broockman and Ryan 2016). As a result, such district activities may no

longer serve as effective substitutes for policy representation, but instead work in a

complementary fashion to build support among followers and dampen support among

the opposed.

In this vein, numerous studies suggest that district activities and policy repre-

sentation should actually work as complements, leading to inconsistent theories in

the literature. Ansolabehere and Snyder (2000), Groseclose (2001), and Stone and

Simas (2010) all demonstrate that candidates with valence advantages will locate in

the middle of the ideological spectrum. The combination of a valence advantage,

such as perceptions of competence or charisma, and the ideological advantage from
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locating at the median voter work together to ensure that the incumbent will beat the

challenger. If this is true, senators should use district activities, which can generate

such perceptions (Rivers and Fiorina 1991), and policy representation together in a

complementary fashion. Discovering if these two dimensions of representation work

as complements or substitutes is an important question, as it speaks to questions of

accountability and representational quality. As explained by Stone and Simas (2010,

371), “if a valence advantage by one candidate over the other creates the opportunity

and incentive to shirk, the two dimensions of representation work at cross purposes.

On the other hand, if constituents’ interests in nonpolicy and policy concerns rein-

force the quality of representation on both dimensions, there is cause for optimism

about the electoral process.”

Serra and Moon (1994) come the closest to an ideal study by working with a

congressional office to get the actual names of constituents who benefited from case-

work. They then compare the ideology of these constituents to the incumbent and

predict voting outcomes, finding that constituents do not consider casework to be a

substitute for policy representation. While suggestive, further analysis is required in

order to extrapolate beyond a single congressional district. Similarly, in an analysis of

the 1978 and 1980 elections, Ragsdale and Cook (1987) find that House incumbents’

resources in office have little impact on electoral outcomes. However, until now, there

has been no way to systematically measure home style at the local level. In the fol-

lowing sections, I analyze senator behavior at the state and county level, allowing for

the first comprehensive observational test of the relationship between home style and

policy representation.
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1.2 Home Style in the Senate

Studies of representation and resource allocation have largely focused on the U.S.

House. The House, which is the larger of the two congressional bodies, provides

the opportunity to study many members who are in charge of representing relatively

small and homogeneous congressional districts. Numerous studies, such as Rivers and

Fiorina (1991), Adler, Gent, and Overmeyer (1998), and Ansolabehere, Snyder, and

Stewart (2000), have provided important insights into how members of the House

cultivate local reputations and the subsequent electoral repercussions. In contrast,

the Senate has received substantially less attention in this arena. Designed to be less

parochial in nature, the Senate is often thought of as being above the local politics

that home style requires. As explained in Federalist 62, the upper chamber was

created to avoid “the impulse of sudden and violent passions,” and therefore be more

distant from the general public (Madison et al. 2009). While the Senate has now been

directly elected for over a century, it still has a culture of independence and 6 year

terms intended to insulate members from constant electoral pressure. As a result, it

has often been questioned if the canonical theories of home style can be applied to

the Senate, or if senators cultivate home styles at all.

Fenno (1981, 1998), and Grimmer (2013b) argue that senators do in fact culti-

vate unique home styles, with some important differences. First, senators can have

different home styles and campaign styles thanks to longer six year terms (Fenno

1981). Second, senators are less dependent on spending time in the district thanks

to frequent media attention from large outlets (Fenno 1981; Sinclair 1990). Third,

unlike house members who all have relatively similarly sized districts, state size is an

important source of heterogeneity in senatorial home style. Lee and Oppenheimer

(1999) find that constituents in small states actually report having higher levels of
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contact with their senators than their representatives in the House and benefit from

higher levels of federal funding. Finally, the fact that each state has two senators also

has consequences for home style (Crisp and Desposato 2004; Schiller 2000). Schiller

(2000) finds that same-state senators compete to build trust in their constituencies,

leading junior senators to diversify their activities and career paths.

While the above factors remain constant, Parker (1986) reports that changes in

travel subsidization and legislative scheduling led to significant increases in attentive-

ness between 1958 and 1980, suggesting that disparities in attentiveness may change

over time with the rules and norms of the legislature. Unfortunately, the study of how

these local behaviors have carried over into the twenty-first century has been limited

due to the availability of data. Members of Congress do not make their calenders

public, leading most studies to measure how legislators allocate their time via the

amount of money spent on travel or the total number of days spent at home (see

Bond 1985; Parker 1986; Parker and Goodman 2013; Lazarus and Steigerwalt 2018)).

While this measure likely captures how a legislator prioritizes travel in comparison

to other activities, it does not provide any insight into where legislators actually go.

Measuring constituency service has proven to be similarly difficult. It is almost im-

possible to get accurate measures of casework over time, as congressional offices have

incentives to keep constituent information private and overestimate how many con-

stituents they’ve helped (Cain, Ferejohn, and Fiorina 1987).3 In order to get around

this issue, studies often rely on survey questions in which respondents are asked to

recall interactions with their representatives.

While such measures have made important headway in analyzing how the home

style of senators impact constituent impressions, little is known about the local na-

3See Lowande, Ritchie, and Lauterbach (2018) for an important exception.
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ture of these decisions and their subsequent effects on representation. Furthermore,

beyond the intra-legislature changes analyzed by Parker (1986), improvements in

transportation and a shifting media environment may have also changed the calculus

of resource allocation. Accordingly, further analysis is required to determine if modern

day senators cultivate home styles similarly to those of the past and the consequences

for their behavior in Washington.

1.3 Data on Local Attentiveness

In this paper, I investigate two dimensions of local attentiveness. First, I analyze

the amount of time a senator spends among constituents, measured by the total num-

ber of trips home and visits to individual counties. Second, I explore the allocation

of congressional staff, measured by total percentage of staff placed in state offices and

the percentage of staff placed in individual counties. In this section, I detail the data

collection process and summarize these measures.

Trips Home Measuring how legislators spend their time at home among con-

stituents has so far proven to be elusive. Although many studies analyze the amount

of money that representatives choose to spend on travel, this measure fails to capture

where they are going and how frequently. In order to address these issues, I collected

senator travel data from the Reports of the Secretary of the Senate from April 1st,

2011 to December 31st, 2018. This covers the 112th through the 115th Congresses.

These reports have been publicly available on the U.S. Senate website since 20114.

Reports of the Secretary of the Senate provide in-depth records of how senators use

their Senators’ Official Personnel and Office Expense Accounts (SOPOEA). According

4https://www.senate.gov/legislative/common/generic/report_secsen.htm
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to the Congressional Research Service, “the SOPOEA for each Senator is calculated

based on three components, including

• the administrative and clerical assistance allowance, which varies by state pop-

ulation...

• the legislative assistance allowance, which is the same for all Senators... and

• the official office expense allowance, which varies by state depending on the

distance between Washington, DC, and the home state, the population of the

state, and the official (franked) mail allocation” (Brudnick 2018, 7).5

Senators can then use this money as they wish to pay for official expenses, which

are labeled by category in the reports.6 With the help of code made public by the

Sunlight Foundation (Fenton 2014),7 I count the number of receipts labeled as “Sen-

ator’s Transportation” that include the phrase “WASHINGTON DC TO.” However,

although this category of spending can accurately estimate trips home, it is a noisy

measure of where senators are spending time among constituents. For example, 46

percent of transportation receipts are for airfare, leading them to largely capture

airports and major transportation hubs. In order to cut down on this noise and

determine where senators are actually spending their time meeting and talking to

constituents, I collect all items labeled as being a part of a senator’s “per diem.” 8

The “[p]er diem is the allowance for lodging (excluding taxes), meals and incidental

5Emphasis in original.

6This money may not be used for any campaign or personal related expenses.

7The Sunlight foundation makes scripts available to clean these reports at
https://sunlightfoundation.com/2014/08/05/now-its-easier-to-account-for-how-the-senate-spends-
your-money/. Additional cleaning was done with the help of a professional programmer.

8Per diems and transportation receipts are often listed together. As a result, per diems can be
viewed as a subset of transportation receipts that are more likely to capture a senator interacting
with constituents.
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expenses”(U.S. General Services Administration n.d.), leading it to capture where

senators are eating, drinking, and sleeping when they are traveling the state. Once

again, these receipts are provided at the city level.

Using this data, I count the number of times each senator uses his or her per

diem and geolocate each trip to the county level.9 I use the number of visits to

each city in a county as a measure of constituent exposure, as opposed to the length

of a trip, because it is impossible to determine how many days were spent in each

location; the per diem receipts only list the start and end dates of the entire trip. I

use counties as the geographic unit of analysis because it is the most localized level

possible that allows me to connect the data to the appropriate survey responses.

However, this unit of analysis is also appropriate given the home style literature.

Fenno (1977) often recounts members discussing their districts in terms of groups of

counties, suggesting their importance to the conceptual grouping of constituencies.

This leaves me with two measures of senator travel behavior: (1) Total Trips Home

and (2) Visits to Cities in County.

The distribution of Total Trips Home is displayed in Figure 1.1. The average

senator makes about 39 trips home in one Congress with a standard deviation of 23.10

The distribution of Total Trips Home is right skewed, leading me to take the natural

log (plus one) for all analyses. There also appears to be interesting heterogeneity

based upon the time of year. Figure 1.2 displays the average number of trips senators

9Cities that have duplicate names throughout the state are dropped. Because the Senate reports
simply list the name of the city, and no other information, this makes it impossible to know which
place they are traveling to. There are only 320 areas that get dropped as a result, including Quitman
County, Geogria. In addition to cities, I also include census designated places, towns, townships,
municipalities, villages, and county subdivisions that are located outside of cities and have distinct
names. Unincorporated places and communities are matched to county by hand when possible.

10This measure may miss trips in which the senator visits other states and does not include the
correct punctuation. When including all trips, the average senator makes about 44 trips home with
a standard deviation of 23.
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take in a given month normalized by the average number of days the Senate met

in that month. Clearly, there is a huge spike in October, suggesting that Senators

are making their final visits home before elections. In non-election years, however,

Senators travel the most in August. Figure 1.3 displays Visits to Individual Counties

for the entire time period of the data. Once again, the variable is logged. Trips to

cities separated out by party are displayed in the Appendix in Figures A.1 and A.2.

112th Congress (2011−2012)

113th Congress (2013−2014)

114th Congress (2015−2016)

115th Congress (2017−2018)

0 50 100
Number of Trips Home

Figure 1.1: Total Trips Home
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Figure 1.2: Number of Trips made by the Average Senator Each Month

Figure 1.3: Trips to Cities by County
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One benefit of this data is that it provides the opportunity to analyze how travel

varies within the same state by senators of different political parties. To illustrate

this, Figure 1.4 displays the travel patterns of two senators from Wisconsin: Senator

Tammy Baldwin (D-WI) and Senator Ron Johnson (R-WI). The clearest pattern is

that both senators are traveling to where they live. Senator Baldwin lives in Madison,

while Senator Johnson lives in Oshkosh. Second, Senator Baldwin almost never travels

to western Wisconsin, which is a Republican stronghold. However, she did do so in

2017, the year before effectively flipping many rural areas towards her favor in the

2018 election. Senator Johnson can also be seen traveling to the northern Democratic

areas of Wisconsin in the year of his election. Finally, both senators are making a

significant number of trips to the Milwaukee area, which contains the largest city

in the state and went for Hilary Clinton in the 2016 presidential election. These

patterns suggest that the senators take different approaches towards traveling their

home state, although not one that can be completely explained by partisanship.

While this dataset provides important insights into senator travel patterns, it

also has some drawbacks. Most importantly, there is missingness in the data. Some

senators do not list any per diems in certain years, leading there to be anywhere from

around 20 to 30 senators with no per diems listed for a given year of the data. While

it is possible that these senators are simply not traveling around their state, in which

case these observations would be true zeros, this is likely not always the case. This

missingness would cause a problem for making inferences if it is correlated with the

outcome of interest. I investigate if the causes of missingness are observable by both

analyzing the data and speaking to actual staffers and senators. I then use numerous

strategies to address this issue.
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Senator Tammy Baldwin’s (D-WI) Travels

Senator Ron Johnson’s (R-WI) Travels

Figure 1.4: An Example of Partisan Variation in Travel Patterns

First, I run a model using time-varying senator characteristics to predict whether

or not a senator reports any per diems in a given year. The results can be seen in

Table A.1, and suggest that committee chairs are significantly more likely to report

per diems than non chairs. Congressional leaders may feel the need to set an example
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for the party or have more reliable staff. Additionally, senators are less likely report

per diems when it is the last year of their term. This is not surprising, given that

senators are not allowed to use their official allowances for campaigning. As a result,

in all analyses presented in this paper I control for chairmanship and whether or not

it is the last year of the senator’s term. The third variable predicting missingness

is state size. Senators from small states are significantly less likely to report per

diems than senators from large states. To address this concern I include senator fixed

effects, which hold such time-invariant factors constant in the analysis. My discussions

with former staffers lead me to believe that the wealth of individual senators also

contributes to whether or not they use their per diems to finance trips. This type

of issue would also be taken care of by the inclusion of senator fixed effects. As

another robustness check, I replicate the local analyses using transportation receipts

instead of per diems. While these receipts are more noisy than per diems, they also

suffer from less missingness. Finally, I collected information on the privately financed

trips of senators from Legistorm (2019) in order to determine if senators are financing

their trips in other ways. The maximum number of private trips taken in a given

year between 2011 and 2018 is 5 and the correlation between the two variables is low

(0.11), suggesting that this is not the case.11

Local Offices I measure the amount of resources that senators allocate to con-

stituency service and local issues by analyzing how senators distribute their staff

between Washington and the home state, an approach recommended by Bond (1985)

and Parker and Goodman (2013). To do so, I collected data on where senators

choose to locate their local offices and how many staffers they dedicate to them from

11I also took the approach of filling in some of the missing years with information collected from
senator press releases. After doing so for a handful of senators, the direction and significance of the
results remained unchanged.
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the Senate Telephone Directory for the period of 2011 to 201812 and CQ’s Congres-

sional Directories for 2004, 2005, and 2007. Taken together, these data cover the

108th through the 115th Congress. Although each senator is authorized office space

in federal buildings, such office space is not always available (Brudnick 2018). Fur-

thermore, there is no restriction on the number of offices that they may have or input

on how they should divide their staff.13

In addition to collecting information on how senators allocate their staff between

Washington and the home state, I also collected the address of each local office. As a

result, I am able to geolocate each office to the county level. The location of staff in

a county likely has important consequences for representation. First, local staff are

more likely to live in the area and therefore be aware of community issues. Second, it

may signal to constituents that the representative cares about the area. Consequently,

I once again have two outcome variables of interest: (1) Total Percentage of Staffers

in Local Offices and (2) Percentage of Staff in Individual Counties.

Figure 1.5 displays the distribution of Total Percentage of Staffers in Local Offices

over time. The average increased from 38.4 percent in the 108th congress (2003-2004)

to a height of 43 percent in the 114th congress (2015-2016). This average is much

higher than the 25 percent of staffers located in state offices when Home Style was

released in 1978 (Ornstein and Rugg 2013). Overall, the average senator in the sample

places about 41 percent of their staffers in local offices. Figure 1.6 displays the location

of all local offices included in the sample, with shaded counties representing locations

with at least one office.

Once again, this data allows for uniquely detailed analysis. Continuing the ex-

12Retrieved from Hein Online U.S. Congressional Documents

13For a similar data exercise on the total number of staffers in state offices see Lazarus and
Steigerwalt (2018) and McCrain (2018).
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ample from Figure 1.4, Figure 1.7 displays the location of state offices for Tammy

Baldwin and Ron Johnson over the entire time period of the data. While some of the

locations overlap (such as Dane County, which contains the capital city), the alloca-

tion of resources to these areas vary. In the following sections, I investigate predictors

of such decisions and how they interact with policy representation.

108th Congress (2003−2004)

109th Congress (2005−2006)

110th Congress (2007−2008)

111th Congress (2009−2010)

112th Congress (2011−2012)

113th Congress (2013−2014)

114th Congress (2015−2016)

115th Congress (2017−2018)

0.0 0.2 0.4 0.6
Percent of Staff in Local Offices

Figure 1.5: Percentage of Staff in Local Offices by Congress
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Figure 1.6: The Location of Staffers

Tammy Baldwin’s (D-WI) Staffing
Patterns

Ron Johnson’s (R-WI) Staffing
Patterns

Figure 1.7: An Example of Partisan Variation in Staffing Patterns
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1.4 Local Attentiveness in the Modern Senate

I begin the analysis by investigating senator characteristics that are associated

with local attentiveness.14 To do so, I draw off of the hypotheses enunciated in Fenno

(1977), which posit that district focus may be affected by electoral safety, seniority

status, and region of origin.15 I use these variables in an OLS regression to predict

both the number of trips home that a senator makes and the percentage of staff a

senator allocates to state offices. I also include state size (in square miles) and pop-

ulation size based upon the suggestions of Fenno (1981) and Lee and Oppenheimer

(1999). Finally, I incorporate variables into the model that have grown in impor-

tance since the 1970s. These characteristics fall into three categories: demographics,

institutional position, and ideology.16

First, the Senate has become increasingly diverse, with 26 women and 9 people

of color serving in the 116th Senate. It has been posited that female legislators will

have more district focused home styles, and as a result allocate more staff to the

district (Richardson Jr. and Freeman 1995; Lazarus and Steigerwalt 2018).17 Second,

ideology may play an important role, as it has been shown that extreme members

focus more on policy than their moderate counterparts (Grimmer 2013a). Finally, I

14See Bond (1985) and Goodman and Parker (2010) for a thorough investigation of this for the
House.

15Region is determined according to census classification. Additionally, while Fenno (1977) also
suggests that location of family is a predictor of trips home I do not include this variable in my
analysis. Senators often have dual residency in their home state and Washington DC, making it
difficult to determine where their family spends most of their time.

16Data on Senator characteristics comes from a combination of Volden and Wiseman (2014) and
CQ Press Congress Collection Member Profiles.

17Specifically, Lazarus and Steigerwalt (2018) find that women members of the U.S. House do not
spend significantly more on travel, but that women senators do employ more in-state staff in the
103rd - 110th Congress. See pages 76-85.
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also include whether it is the last congress in the senator’s term, majority party status,

chairmanship status, and membership on a powerful committee in the regression in

order to investigate the role of power in Congress beyond just seniority. All standard

errors are clustered by senator.18

The results from the regression predicting trips home are displayed in Table 1.1.

The first column includes traditional predictors of local attentiveness and the sec-

ond column adds in the additional variables described above. While Fenno (1977)

argues that trips home will be influenced by seniority and region of origin, he finds

that they are not influenced by previous electoral performance. As shown in Ta-

ble 1.1, “Previous General Election Vote Share” is actually a positive and significant

predictor of visits, indicating that senators from safer states are going home more.

Alternatively, “Seniority” is a negative and significant predictor of trips home with a

coefficient of -0.018. This suggests that a one unit increase in seniority is associated

with about a 2 percent decrease in trips to the state. This result is likely due to the

fact that increased seniority comes with more responsibility within the legislature,

leaving the lower seniority senator to spend more time at home among constituents.

Finally, chairmanship is positive and significant, although as previously mentioned

chairs are more likely to report any trips. In contrast, region of origin, ideology, and

demographics do not appear to significantly impact the travel behavior of senators.19

Table 1.2 recreates Table 1.1 using the percentage of staffers placed in the state

as the dependent variable. In regards to staffing, Fenno argues that region is an

important predictor, while electoral safety and seniority are not. These predictions

18Identical regressions with alternative standard errors are presented in Tables A.2 and A.5 in
the Appendix. Additionally, regressions in which I include distance from Washington D.C. instead
of the region indicators are presented in Tables A.3 and A.6. Results remain substantively similar
when this change is made.

19Table A.4 presents results with all transportation receipts, including trips to other states.
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are once again partly correct; while “Previous General Election Vote Margin” and

the region indicators are not significant predictors of staff allocation, the coefficient

on “Seniority” is negative and significant at the 10 percent level. Similarly, “Power

Committee" is negative and significant with a coefficient of -0.016, indicating that

members of Appropriations, Armed Services, Finance, and Rules and Administration

place a lower percentage of staff in local offices than members of other committees.

These senators likely prefer to allocate staffers towards their workload in D.C., as

these are uniquely prestigious committees. Furthermore, “Logged State Population”

and “Republican” are both significant and positive, indicating the existence of ge-

ographic and partisan influences on staffing choices. Once again, the demographic

characteristics of senators are not significant predictors of staff allocation.

Overall, these results suggest that important factors typically conjectured to ex-

plain home style—including region of origin, majority party status, and election

timing—do not predict travel and staffing patterns in the modern Senate. For travel,

it seems that previous electoral performance and status within the legislature has

the greatest impact. Advancements in transportation likely play a key role in this

evolution; the proliferation of airports has democratized the ability of legislators to

go home to their constituents. In regards to staffing, the increased size of the bu-

reaucracy has likely led to new calculations for legislators.20 As previously stated, the

average senator now places 41 percent of their staff in state offices in comparison to 25

percent in 1978. This evolution appears to have evened out many of the pre-existing

regional differences, with variation now existing along institutional and partisan lines.

20See Crosson et al. (n.d.) for a very thorough investigation of this calculus.
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Table 1.1: The Relationship between Legislator Characteristics and Trips Home

ln(Number of Trips to State)

(1) (2)

Previous General Election Vote Share 1.713∗∗ 1.442∗∗
(0.692) (0.698)

Seniority -0.015∗∗ -0.018∗∗
(0.006) (0.007)

Logged State Square Miles 0.149∗ 0.097
(0.088) (0.093)

Logged State Population 0.023 0.044
(0.071) (0.072)

Far West -0.034 0.024
(0.265) (0.252)

Midwest 0.055 0.073
(0.232) (0.234)

South -0.020 -0.050
(0.236) (0.250)

White -0.090
(0.297)

Female 0.036
(0.183)

|DW-NOMINATE Score | 0.086
(0.422)

Republican 0.192
(0.174)

End of Term -0.062
(0.066)

Majority -0.105
(0.095)

Chair 0.294∗∗
(0.144)

Power Committee -0.045
(0.137)

Constant 0.654 1.092
(1.527) (1.621)

Congress Fixed Effects X X
R-Squared 0.09 0.12
Observations 393 393

The figure presents linear regression coefficients with standard errors (clustered on
senator) in parentheses. The dependent variable is the logged number of trips that
a senator makes home in a given Congress. * indicates p < 0.10 and ** p < 0.05
(two tailed tests).
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Table 1.2: The Relationship between Legislator Characteristics and Staffer Allocation

Percentage of Staffers in State Offices

(1) (2)

Previous General Election Vote Share -0.041 -0.061
(0.051) (0.051)

Seniority -0.001∗ -0.001∗
(0.001) (0.001)

Logged State Square Miles -0.001 -0.006
(0.007) (0.007)

Logged State Population 0.011 0.016∗∗
(0.007) (0.007)

Far West 0.006 0.013
(0.024) (0.023)

Midwest 0.002 0.002
(0.019) (0.018)

South -0.002 -0.010
(0.017) (0.016)

White 0.018
(0.012)

Female -0.021
(0.014)

|DW-NOMINATE Score | -0.037
(0.035)

Republican 0.029∗∗
(0.012)

End of Term 0.002
(0.003)

Majority -0.000
(0.006)

Chair 0.017
(0.011)

Power Committee -0.016∗
(0.009)

Constant 0.284∗∗ 0.274∗∗
(0.121) (0.119)

Congress Fixed Effects X X
R-Squared 0.10 0.15
Observations 787 787

The figure presents linear regression coefficients with standard errors (clustered on
senator) in parentheses. The dependent variable is the percent of staff placed in
state offices. * indicates p < 0.10 and ** p < 0.05 (two tailed tests).
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1.5 The Geographic Allocation of Resources

In addition to deciding how to divide their resources between Washington and

their home state, senators also need to decide how to distribute their resources across

the constituency. While this question has been discussed qualitatively, such as in

Fenno (1998), to my knowledge there has been no empirical analysis of where senators

spend their time or locate their local offices. In order to answer this question, I use the

characteristics of a county to predict the extent to which a senator visits and allocates

staff to the area. I test four categories of independent variables, including electoral

competitiveness, campaign donations, population size, and local demographics.

The first category of variables captures the electoral competitiveness of counties,

with all data on Senate elections coming from Leip (2017). While all legislators

seek to get reelected (Mayhew 1974), it is unclear whether senators expend more

effort courting voters in competitive areas or if they instead focus their resources on

core constituencies. Kriner and Reeves (2015) explore this question in the context

of presidents. Analyzing how presidents allocate federal dollars across geographic

constituencies, they “find strong evidence that presidents exert significant influence

over the budgetary process to channel federal dollars disproportionately to strongly

co-partisan counties and states” (168). More specifically, they find that core counties

located in core and swing states received significantly more federal funding than

similar counties in opposition states. Senators may similarly use their time and staff

to target core constituencies. In order to determine if senators behave in this way, I

create indicators for whether a county is a “core” or a “swing” county. Following their

operationalization, a county is counted as a core county if the senator received at

least 55% of the vote in the previous election. A county is considered a swing county
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if the senator received between 45% and 55% of the vote in the previous election.21

The second category focuses on campaign contributions. The work of Kalla and

Broockman (2016) suggests that contributions facilitate access to legislators, leading

to the expectation that senators will place greater resources in areas with a higher

concentration of donors. In order to investigate this possibility, I include an indicator

for whether the county contributed greater than the average county within the state

to the senator’s party in the previous presidential election year. I focus on presidential

election years to capture the pool of possible donors in a county. This data comes

from The Center for Responsive Politics and includes all contributions of 200 dollars

or more to federal candidates, party PACs, and outside spending organizations (The

Center for Responsive Politics 2019). Furthermore, I include an indicator, rather than

the raw sum of donations due to the skewed nature of the data.

Finally, the last two categories consist of county population size and demographics.

I expect population to be a positive predictor of visits, as large and urban areas

often have greater political power than small and rural areas due to the presence of

media outlets, business hubs, and potential voters. Similarly, many scholars have

emphasized the importance of constituency characteristics in predicting legislator

focus, as studies suggest that low-income and non-white voters are more likely to

benefit from service-oriented home styles (Cain, Ferejohn, and Fiorina 1987). As a

21While Kriner and Reeves (2015) mark a county to be “core” or “swing” if they follow these
electoral patterns across numerous previous elections, the shorter time period of my analysis coupled
with the Senate’s six-year terms and multi-member districts leads me to focus on just the previous
elections. However, I use an alternative measure of “Core” and “Swing” in Tables A.8 and A.9. In
these tables, ‘Greater than 55 Past 3 Elections” is an indicator for if the senator’s party received
an average of at least 55% of the vote in the previous three senate elections (across both seats).
Additionally, instead of “Swing” I use a measure of volatility in vote share. Specifically, I take the
standard deviation of the vote won by the senator’s party in the past three senate elections (across
both seats). The main difference in these analyses is that “SD Party Vote Past 3 Elections” is
negative and significant in the regressions predicting any visits and logged visits, while it is not
significant in any of the regressions predicting visits in the original analyses.
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result, I include percent white and median household income as predictors to account

for these theories. Census data is collected from the American Community Survey

(U.S. Census Bureau 2008-2012, 2013-2017a).

Table 1.3: Predictors of Senator Resource Allocation

Category Hypothesis Measures Source

Electoral Competi-
tiveness

Senators will place more
staffers and spend more
time in politically valuable
counties

Indicators for whether a
county is a core county or
a swing county based on
general election vote share

Mayhew (1974);
Heitshusen, Young,
and Wood (2005);
Ashworth and
Mesquita (2006);
Grimmer (2013a)

Concentration of
Campaign Donors

Senators will place more
staffers and spend more
time in counties that do-
nate higher amounts of
money

Indicator for whether the
county contributed more
than the state’s average
amount of donations to
the senator’s party

Kalla and Broock-
man (2016)

Population Size Senators will place more
staffers and spend more
time in areas where they
can reach the most people

County population size Ansolabehere, Ger-
ber, and Snyder
(2002)

Demographics Senators will place more
staffers and spend more
time in areas consisting of
groups that value district-
focused representation

Percent of county that is
white and median house-
hold income in 2017 dol-
lars

Cain, Ferejohn,
and Fiorina (1987);
Griffin and Flavin
(2011); Harden
(2013)

These independent variables, which are further described in Table 1.3,22 are then

used to predict the relevant dependent variable in Tables 1.4 and 1.5. Because the

dependent variables of interest (the number of trips a senator makes to a county and

number of staffers placed in a county) are heavily zero inflated, I present three different

regressions. Column (1) uses the binary version of the dependent variable, where a

one represents if the county received any visits. Column (2) uses the logged version

of the dependent variable (plus one) in order to account for the skewed nature of the

22This table is inspired by the layout of Table 1 in Hertel-Fernandez, Mildenberger, and Stokes
(2019).

31



data. Column (3) uses the raw version of the dependent variable, which is total visits

to cities in the county. All models include year and senator fixed effects, allowing me

to analyze within-senator changes in attentiveness while controlling for year specific

trends. In addition to the main variables of interest, I also control for whether it is the

senator’s election year, seniority, chairmanship, majority party status, and whether

the member is on a top committee.23 Finally, I include an indicator for whether or

not the county has an airport with a direct flight from D.C..24 Standard errors are

clustered on senator in all specifications. Taken together, these analyses should paint

a picture of the relationship between county characteristics and local attentiveness.25

As shown in Table 1.4, neither “Core County” nor “Swing County” is a significant

predictor of trips to the county. In contrast to the expected hypothesis, this finding

suggests that senators are taking a universalistic approach to traveling their home

states. When discussing this finding with a chief of staff for a former senator, I was

told that this was not surprising; some senators try to hit every county in their state

in a year. However, it is not as if senators aren’t acting strategically. The coefficient

on “Donations” is positive and significant across all three regressions. This finding

bolsters the work of Kalla and Broockman (2016), as it appears that providing a high

amount of donations significantly increases an area’s access to senators. The coeffi-

cient on “Log Population” is also consistently positive and significant. The finding

that senators are going to highly populated areas suggests that they are trying to

reach the most people possible. Finally, “Median Household Income” and “Percent

23The top four committees in this dataset are Appropriations, Armed Services, Finance, and Rules
and Administration. See Volden and Wiseman (2018) for an explanation.

24This variable is from the Bureau of Transportation Statistics. The data includes flights coming
out of Baltimore (BWI), Dulles (IAD), and Reagan (DCA) as recommended by Goldstein and You
(2017).

25These analyses do not include the senators from Alaska, as election results are not available at
the county level for this state.
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White” tend to be negative and not significant. 26

The patterns in Table 1.5, which displays results for the staffing behavior of sen-

ators, tell a somewhat different story. “Core County” is consistently a positive and

significant predictor, indicating that senators place more staff in core counties as op-

posed to opposition counties. Swing counties are also significantly more likely to get

staff than opposition counties, although the magnitude is smaller. This result suggests

that staff is a much more similar resource to federal funding than time, as senators

allocate it based upon previous electoral performance. Similarly, “Above Average Do-

nations to Party” is also a positive and significant predictor, once again indicating the

outsize influence that donating provides to constituents. More populated areas also

have more access. According to my conversations with staffers, senators attempt to

spread out their state operations to try and reach as many constituents as possible,

although the location of federal buildings also plays a role. Finally, the coefficients on

“Median Household Income” and “Percent White” are negative and significant across

specifications, aligning with the literature on constituency service such as Cain, Fere-

john, and Fiorina (1987). Offices are located among constituents who can benefit the

most from such services and value service representation.

Overall, senators are allocating both of these resources to follow people and money,

suggesting that home style may now be driven by the increased pressure to raise funds.

The average cost of winning a Senate seat in 2016 was $19.4 million, requiring senators

to now participate in the “constant campaign” they were meant to be insulated from.27

Counties with important donors are getting the most face time with senators and

26The version of this table using transportation receipts instead of per diems is reported in Table
A.7. While Median Household Income and Percent White are significant using this measure, the
significance of the other variables remain largely the same.

27https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2016/11/the-price-of-winning-just-got-higher-especially-in-
the-senate/
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their staff, suggesting a so far unexplored consequence of increasing levels of money

in politics.

Table 1.4: The Relationship between County Characteristics and Senator Travel Behavior

Any Visits (0/1) Logged Visits Total Visits

Core County 0.008 0.006 0.046
(0.013) (0.025) (0.182)

Swing County 0.002 0.004 0.024
(0.009) (0.019) (0.144)

Above Avg. Donations to Party 0.144∗∗ 0.295∗∗ 1.534∗∗
(0.017) (0.032) (0.237)

Log Population 0.068∗∗ 0.105∗∗ 0.461∗∗
(0.006) (0.012) (0.084)

Median Household Income -0.009 -0.008 -0.010
(0.006) (0.012) (0.061)

Percent White -0.037 -0.074 -0.424
(0.034) (0.067) (0.412)

Senator Level Controls X X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X
Senator Fixed Effects X X X
Observations 49146 49146 49146

Entries are linear regression coefficients with standard errors (clustered on senator)
shown in parentheses. The dependent variables are various transformations of the
number of visits a senator makes to cities in a county. * indicates p < 0.10 and
** p < 0.05 (two tailed tests).
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Table 1.5: The Relationship between County Characteristics and Senator Staffing Behavior

Any Staff (0/1) Logged Pct. of Staff Pct. of Staff

Core County 0.018∗∗ 0.043∗∗ 0.299∗∗
(0.007) (0.015) (0.098)

Swing County 0.017∗∗ 0.028∗∗ 0.066
(0.006) (0.013) (0.078)

Above Avg. Donations to Party 0.193∗∗ 0.438∗∗ 2.162∗∗
(0.013) (0.027) (0.153)

Log Population 0.057∗∗ 0.118∗∗ 0.520∗∗
(0.006) (0.015) (0.075)

Median Household Income -0.030∗∗ -0.062∗∗ -0.292∗∗
(0.003) (0.007) (0.046)

Percent White -0.042∗∗ -0.163∗∗ -1.396∗∗
(0.021) (0.048) (0.272)

Senator Level Controls X X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X
Senator Fixed Effects X X X
Observations 79197 79197 79197

Entries are linear regression coefficients with standard errors (clustered on senator) shown
in parentheses. The dependent variables are various transformations of the percentage of
staff located in a county. * indicates p < 0.10 and ** p < 0.05 (two tailed tests).

1.6 Local Attentiveness and Ideological Agreement

How do these patterns interact with the roll call voting behavior of senators?

While traditional theories of home style suggest that senators use these district ac-

tivities to gain voting leeway in Washington, more recent models suggest that these

dimensions of representation should instead work in tandem. In order to adjudi-

cate between these competing theories, I test the hypothesis that constituents are

more likely to approve of ideologically out-of-step incumbents in counties that receive

more attention. This idea is inspired by the work of Canes-Wrone, Brady, and Cogan

(2002), who show that roll call decisions affect the electoral fates of incumbents. More

specifically, they find that House incumbents receive lower electoral margins the more

they vote with the extreme end of their party, suggesting that ideologically out-of-

35



step incumbents are punished by constituents. Under the theory that incumbents use

district activities and roll call votes as substitutes, incumbents should act to alleviate

the punishment for being out-of-step by spending time in a county shaking hands,

explaining their votes, or dedicating staff to the area. According to Fenno (1978), this

behavior works to build trust among constituents, which in turn allows the represen-

tative independence in the legislature. Constituents who ideologically disagree with

the incumbent in these areas should then be more likely to approve of the incum-

bent than they otherwise would be. Alternatively, constituents may be more likely

to approve of out-of-step incumbents in counties that receive less attention. Visits

and staff may work to exacerbate differences or call attention to them, leading these

resources to be more efficiently used elsewhere, such as among supporters.

Answering this question presents numerous identification challenges. First, it is

necessary to capture if an incumbent is in ideological agreement with his or her con-

stituents. Following the lead of Ansolabehere and Kuriwaki (n.d.), I connect survey

responses to questions asking respondents if they support or oppose specific pieces of

legislation or a policy in the Cooperative Congressional Election Study (CCES) and

match them to actual floor votes in that Congress. Using the 2011 through the 2018

CCES, I divide the number of times a senator votes against respondent preferences

by the total number of votes in question to create the variable Policy Disagreement.28

While some years of the CCES include the corresponding floor votes, I supplement

years that do not with roll call votes downloaded from Voteview.com. The issues

cover a wide range of salient topics, including gun control, tax policy, and education.

The full list of issues used to create the measure are listed in Table 1.6. This mea-

28This measure only includes votes that the respondent and senator actually took positions on,
as it is unclear what a respondent skipping a question or a senator abstaining indicates for policy
agreement. However, when I reformulate the measure to go from -1 to 1, with skipping included as
0, the results remain substantively unchanged.
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sure allows me to directly map the opinions of constituents onto the policy actions

of legislators.29 I also use the CCES to measure constituent approval of incumbents.

While normally asked on a four or five point scale, approval is collapsed to be binary

for ease of interpretation.30

Table 1.6: Policies Included in Congruence Measure by Year

Year Issues

2011 – Raising the debt ceiling

2012 – Setting the budget
– US-Korea free trade
– Birth control exemption for employ-

ers

– The Keystone Pipeline
– Middle class tax cut
– Raising taxes

2013 – Background checks
– Prohibiting publishing the names of

gun owners
– Banning clips
– Banning assault riffles
– Concealed carry permits

– The Violence Against Women Act
– The Affordable Care Act
– NSA phone surveillance
– The Keystone Pipeline
– The Marketplace Fairness Act (sales

taxes)

2014 – Background checks
– Prohibiting publishing the names of

gun owners
– Banning clips
– Banning assault riffles
– Concealed carry permits
– The debt limit

– Ending cloture on judicial and exec-
utive nominations

– The Agriculture Bill
– Birth control exemption for employ-

ers
– NSA phone surveillance
– Tax hikes

Continued on next page

29It is important to note that this measure is not perfect. (Hill and Huber 2019, 3) argue that
“a survey item asking citizens how they would vote on a roll call item may be a substantively poor
measure of how the citizen would like her legislator to behave or would herself vote if sitting in
Congress.”

30In all analyses respondents coded as “not sure” are included as disapproving. However, excluding
these respondents from the analysis strengthens the travel results and does not change the staffer
results.
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Table 1.6 (Continued)

Year Issues

2015 – The Trans-Pacific Partnership Act
– The Keystone Pipeline

– The Affordable Care Act
– Renewing Patriot Act phone surveil-

lance

2016 – The No Child Left Behind Act
– The Highway and Transportation

Funding Act

– The Medicare Accountability and
Cost Reform Act

– The Affordable Care Act

2017 – The nomination of Betsy Devos
– The nomination of Neil Gorsuch
– Repeal the Affordable Care Act

– Countering America’s Adversaries
Through Sanctions Act

– Consolidated Appropriations Act of
2017

2018 – The nomination of Brett Kavanaugh
– The nomination of Neil Gorsuch
– Grant legal status for people brought

to the U.S. as children
– The Tax Cuts and Jobs Act

– Countering America’s Adversaries
Through Sanctions Act

– Countering Iran’s Destabilizing Ac-
tivities Act of 2017

Accordingly, I regress constituent approval ratings on whether or not the senator

traveled to or placed staff in a county.31 I interact the relevant dependent variable

with average policy disagreement. Furthermore, I attempt to address the fact that

senators are likely strategically visiting and staffing some areas over others for rea-

sons which could be unobserved or unobservable. This possibility would lead a simple

cross-sectional design to incorrectly attribute approval to district focus, as opposed

to the true unobservable causes. To do so, I use senator-county fixed effects, which

hold fixed each county’s time invariant factors with respect to that particular senator

constant. I also include party-year fixed effects to account for variation across years

related to partisan trends. If district activities serve as substitutes for policy represen-

31For the trips analysis, trips made after October are not included in order to ensure that trips
made after the interview process are not included.
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tation as commonly hypothesized, the relationship should be positive and significant.

Alternatively, if they are complements, it should be negative and significant. Finally,

I control for other factors that could confound the relationship, including the copar-

tisan status of the respondent,32 the respondent’s race and gender, if it is the end of

the senator’s term, the senator’s chairmanship status, majority party membership,

membership on key committees, seniority, and ideology as measured by Nokken-Poole

NOMINATE Scores. Policy disagreement is interacted through the controls, robust

standard errors are clustered on senator, and survey weights are included in all anal-

yses.

I begin the analysis by investigating the relationship between trips home and policy

disagreement. The results from this regression are displayed in Table 1.7. Once again,

I use the binary, logged, and raw version of the independent variable to account for

zero inflation. Interestingly, the coefficient on the interaction term is negative in all

three regressions, providing suggestive evidence that visits hurt senator evaluations

among people who are ideologically distant from them. The coefficient is significant at

the 95 percent level in both the regression using the logged and raw measure of visits.

Specifically, a 100 percent increase in visits is associated with about a one to two

percent decrease in approval. While this result is relatively small in magnitude, it is a

large departure from the current wisdom that legislators can use local attentiveness to

gain voting leeway. Instead, this result suggests that local visits increase the salience

of a legislator’s positions, isolating constituents in disagreement in the process.

However, there may be non-linear effects at different levels of policy disagreement.

People who disagree with their senator on only a few issues may not have the same

reaction to visits as people in complete disagreement. As a result, in order to fully

32Senators listed as independents are counted as Democrats for these analyses, as they all caucused
with the Democratic party.
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Table 1.7: The Relationship between Trips Home, Policy Representation, and Ap-
proval

Dependent Variable: Approval (0/1)

Any Visits ln(Visits + 1) Total Visits

Policy Disagreement −0.421∗∗ −0.421∗∗ −0.424∗∗

(0.035) (0.035) (0.034)
Visits 0.007 0.001 −0.000

(0.008) (0.004) (0.000)
Policy Disagreement x Visits −0.027∗ −0.015∗∗ −0.002∗∗

(0.016) (0.007) (0.001)

Senator-County Effects X X X
Party-Year Fixed Effects X X X
Observations 595,011 595,011 595,011
Adjusted R2 0.251 0.251 0.251

Note: Entries linear regression coefficients with standard errors (clustered on
senator) shown in parentheses. The dependent variable is a binary measure of
constituent approval. ∗ indicates p < 0.10 and ∗∗p < 0.05 (two tailed tests).

investigate the interaction effect I use the method recommended by Hainmueller,

Mummolo, and Xu (2019) and show the conditional effect of the treatment on ap-

proval at common values of the moderator, which is policy disagreement. The results

from this analysis are displayed in Figure 1.8, which shows the 95 percent confidence

interval for the linear marginal effects as well as binned estimates at common levels of

policy disagreement. While the marginal effects in the regression using “Any Visits”

as the independent variable are not significantly different from zero, once again the

effects are significant and negative at high levels of policy disagreement for both the

logged and raw measures. At high levels of policy disagreement, constituents decrease

their approval ratings of senators when their counties receive additional visits. Fig-

ure A.3 replicates these results excluding senators reporting zero per diems in a given

year. Overall, instead of alleviating negative feelings, visits appear to magnify them.

These results are robust to dropping states with 10 counties or less (Figure A.4)

dropping senators from Maryland and Virginia (Figure A.5), and running a model
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using total visits as the main independent variable while controlling for any visits

(Figure A.6). I also run the model using transportation receipts instead of per diems.

The results from this regression can be seen in Figure A.7. While no longer significant

at conventional levels, the marginal effects remain largely negative and close to zero.

Once again, it does not appear that constituents increase their approval of out-of-

step senators when they visit more. Finally, Figure A.8 presents the results from

a regression including the lag and lead of any visits in order to test if senators are

strategically visiting areas they know are highly polarized. The lag and lead, along

with their interactions, are not significant predictors of approval, while the interaction

on “Any Visits This Year x Policy Disagreement” is significant at the 95 percent level.

This result suggests that such strategic behavior is not a threat to inference. Clearly,

senators can no longer use such district activities as a tool to bolster support across

the aisle.
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Binary Measure of Visits Logged Measure of Visits

Raw Measure of Visits

Figure 1.8: The Marginal Effects of Visits on Approval

Note: This figure shows linear marginal effects with fixed effects using different measures of local
visits. The models include senator-county and party-year fixed effects, with standard errors clustered
on senator. The dependent variable is a binary indicator of constituent approval.

While it is possible that constituents are personally attending these visits, it is

more likely that they are hearing about local events from media outlets. As a result,

the effect should be concentrated among people who report regularly following the

news. To this end, I re-run the above analysis subset by whether or not respondents

report that they regularly follow what’s going on in government and public affairs.

Specifically, the CCES asks: “Some people seem to follow what’s going on in gov-

ernment and public affairs most of the time, whether there’s an election going on

or not. Others aren’t that interested. Would you say you follow what’s going on in

government and public affairs...” Respondents who say “Most of the time” and “Some
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of the time” are included as regular news followers. Those who report “Only now and

then,” “Hardly at all,” and “Don’t Know” are included as non-regular news followers.

The results for this analysis, which are displayed in Figure 1.9, confirm the hy-

pothesis that the effect of visits is concentrated among people who follow the news.

While there is no effect among respondents who rarely take an interest in the news,

the marginal effect of visits is downward sloping and significant at high levels of dis-

agreement for those who do. Overall, these results indicate that local visits do not

lead constituents to improve their evaluations of ideologically distant incumbents,

and, if anything, suggest that visits may make them worse.

Regular News Followers Non-Regular News Followers

Figure 1.9: Potential Mechanism: News Exposure

Note: This figure shows linear marginal effects with fixed effects. The model includes senator-county
and party-year fixed effects, with standard errors clustered on senator. The dependent variable is a
binary indicator of constituent approval.

Alternatively, the findings are less suggestive when it comes to the percentage of

staffers located in a county. The results from the regressions using percent of staff in

a county as the independent variable are included in Table 1.8. The coefficients on

the interaction terms are small in magnitude and never significant. The conditional

marginal effects, which are shown in Figure A.9, similarly reveal no relationship.

As a result, while there is suggestive evidence that travel can worsen the legislator-
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constituent relationship, it appears that staffing has no effect. Taken together, these

findings demonstrate the inability of district activities to generate leeway for incum-

bents.

Table 1.8: The Relationship between Local Staff, Policy Representation, and Approval

Dependent Variable: Approval (0/1)

Any Staff ln(Staff Per + 1) Percent of Staff

Policy Disagreement −0.428∗∗ −0.430∗∗ −0.433∗∗

(0.034) (0.034) (0.034)
Staff −0.009 −0.002 0.001

(0.014) (0.007) (0.001)
Policy Disagreement x Staff −0.010 −0.002 0.000

(0.011) (0.005) (0.001)

Senator-County Effects X X X
Party-Year Fixed Effects X X X
Observations 593,650 593,650 593,650
Adjusted R2 0.251 0.251 0.251

Note: Entries linear regression coefficients with standard errors (clustered on senator)
shown in parentheses. The dependent variable is a binary measure of constituent
approval. ∗ indicates p < 0.10 and ∗∗p < 0.05 (two tailed tests).

1.7 Conclusion

Despite the fundamental nature of spending time among constituents to repre-

sentation, relatively little is known about senator behavior at home. In this paper, I

provide an update to Fenno (1977) and show that increased responsibility within the

legislature is associated with decreased district attentiveness. In general, increased

status within the legislature predicts that senators will make fewer trips home and

allocate a lower percentage of staff to state offices. However, senators from safer seats

travel home more often. Although partisanship and state population do not appear

to impact travel decisions, such factors do predict staffing patterns. Finally, region of
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origin does not seem to be important factors in resource allocation decisions. Over-

all, it appears that changes in the size of the bureaucracy, campaign finance, and

transportation have led the strategies and motivations that legislators use to build

goodwill to evolve.

Furthermore, no study to date has analyzed the local consequences of such be-

haviors for other dimensions of representation, such as policy congruence. While it

is often suggested that district activities can be used to placate constituents who

disagree with the senator’s votes in Washington, I demonstrate that spending time in

a county and staff allocation cannot be effectively used in this way. Individuals who

live in places where senators spend more time and allocate more staff are not more

likely to approve of ideologically out-of-step incumbents. Instead, additional visits

might actually have a negative effect.

These finding have important implications for the literatures on legislator behavior

and representation. First, they suggest that the allocation of resources to the con-

stituency does not allow legislators to shirk on other dimensions of representation,

including substantive representation (Stone and Simas 2010). Second, they suggest

that time in the district does not always build trust among constituents. Instead,

it may further isolate voters. A more positive interpretation of these results is that

visits lead constituents to hold their legislators accountable for their policy records,

possibly leading to better representation after all.

This paper presents numerous avenues for future research and exploration. In ad-

dition to media attention, questions remain about the interaction of district activities

and the presence of interest groups, who have been shown to be an important influ-

ence on staffers (Hertel-Fernandez, Mildenberger, and Stokes 2019). Finally, Grimmer

(2013b) argues that roll call votes alone are not enough to capture representation,

and suggests broadening the analysis to encompass official communications. As a
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result, future work should focus on expanding measures to include other means of

representation.
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2 | Where Do Senators Claim Credit? An
Investigation of Geographies in Senate
Press Releases

Credit claiming, or the process of informing constituents about accomplishments

in office, is a fundamental activity of legislators (Mayhew 1974; Fenno 1978) that

takes up a substantial portion of legislator-constituent communications (Grimmer

2013b). By issuing press releases and notifying constituents of their activities, legis-

lators can control the information environment and present themselves in a positive

light to their districts (Grimmer 2013b). While scholars have analyzed many aspects

of credit claiming, including if it raises name recognition (Cain, Ferejohn, and Fior-

ina 1987; Stein and Bickers 1994), how it is affected by bicameralism (Chen 2010),

and how constituents allocate credit based on such messages (Grimmer, Messing,

and Westwood 2012), relatively little is known about how legislators decide which

constituents to target with these communications and why.

The geographies that senators choose to emphasize in their official communications

speak to a classic question of representation: “what does an elected representative see

when he or she sees a constituency?” (Fenno 1977, 883). Members of Congress do not

represent monolithic districts, but are instead tasked with representing many subcon-

stituencies that vary along important dimensions (Miler 2010, 15), such as population

size and political support. This variation likely has important consequences for legis-
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lator attention, and as a result for the quality of representation received by different

areas within the district. This is not to say the question of geographic variation has

gone unexplored; several studies analyze what types of districts are more likely re-

ceive federal funds (Lazarus and Steigerwalt 2009; Dynes and Huber 2015) and be

notified about such funding (Grimmer 2013a). However, these analyses are all at the

district-wide level, leaving the question of within-district targeting under investigated.

In this paper, I use data from Grimmer (2013a), which includes just over 64,000

Senate press releases covering 2005 to 2007, to analyze why senators emphasize cer-

tain communities over others in their communications. By identifying mentions of

local geographies and aggregating to the county level, I create a direct measure of

how often individual senators cater to specific areas of their states and analyze within-

constituency and within-senator variation in credit claiming behavior. Specifically, I

analyze the frequency with which senators mention the cities, towns, and counties in

their states, and how these messages are dependent on population size and electoral

conditions. While the credit claiming literature suggests that press releases uniquely

allow legislators to communicate directly with many constituents at once (Yiannakis

1982; Grimmer, Westwood, and Messing 2014), indicating that senators should want

to target the largest places possible, existing analyses at the district-wide level also in-

dicate that politics is at work (Lazarus and Steigerwalt 2009; Dynes and Huber 2015;

Christenson, Kriner, and Reeves 2017). Indeed, the results suggest that senators are

significantly more likely to mention communities in electorally secure and populous

counties. Additionally, although initial analyses suggest that increased electoral vari-

ability leads to significantly fewer mentions in press releases, I provide evidence that

this pattern reverses come election time. Taken together, these findings indicate that

senators are in fact acting strategically at the local, and not just the state, level.

In addition to population and political conditions, it is also likely the case that
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senators discuss areas where credit claiming opportunities already exist. As a result,

I also investigate how these local conditions interact with actual federal grants. To do

so, I use county-level data on nonformula grants from Alexander, Berry, and Howell

(2016) to test how the procurement of federal appropriations to counties impacts

credit claiming behavior. The results suggest that senators over-claim based on the

actual amount of grants going to counties. Furthermore, senators over-emphasize high

population areas and under-emphasize swing counties relative to the actual amount

of funding those areas receive.

Finally, I analyze the consequences of these decisions for constituent perceptions.

While it has been shown that constituents respond more to the total number of credit

claiming messages rather than the dollar amount (Grimmer, Messing, and Westwood

2012), it remains unclear how constituents respond to messages specifically targeted

at their local communities. Matching the data on local mentions to the 2006 and

2007 Cooperative Congressional Election Study (CCES), I analyze within-senator-

county changes in local mentions to test if constituents increase their approval of

senators when their county is mentioned in additional press releases. Constituents do

not seem to significantly increase their approval of senators due to local mentions in

credit claiming messages alone. However, an analysis of local mentions in all press

releases does reveal a modest positive result.

Overall, the results in this paper reveal how senators’ speak to their various sub-

constituencies by analyzing which areas are emphasized in official communications.

In addition to explaining within-constituency variation in how senators go about their

jobs, this paper also has broader implications for the congressional and representation

literatures. Specifically, the findings suggest that senators from across the country

display locally-focused behaviors that have consequences for constituent perceptions.
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2.1 Credit Claiming and Senate Press Releases

In order to achieve the main goal of reelection, legislators perform a variety of

Washington-based and district-based activities (Mayhew 1974). While theWashington-

based activities include such tasks as drafting and voting on legislation, legislators

must also spend time communicating their accomplishments and explaining their

choices to the district. As explained by Fenno (1977, 899), legislators seek to use

their communications to build perceptions of qualification, identification, and empa-

thy that generate trust among constituents.

While legislators may communicate these messages in person, face-to-face legislator-

constituent interactions are relatively infrequent in districts of over 700,000 con-

stituents. As a result, one of the main ways that members of Congress communicate

with their constituents is by issuing press releases. Press releases are a powerful tool,

as they give legislators the ability to control the spread and framing of information

independent of the media. Furthermore, press releases have also been shown to drive

newspaper coverage and are an important way to encourage coverage in non-election

years (Grimmer 2013b). As a result, they “provide perhaps the best available assur-

ance that members will reach all of their constituents with the images of themselves

that they wish to portray” (Yiannakis 1982, 1050). Senators clearly think that issu-

ing releases is valuable; Grimmer (2013a, 4) reports that senators as a whole issue an

average of 58 press releases per day and that individual senators issue an average of

212 per year.

These releases often include the legislator claiming credit for winning particular-

ized benefits, including federal funds from earmarks and federal agencies, and are

regularly released by members of both parties (Grimmer, Messing, and Westwood

2012). Grimmer (2013b) shows that senators strategically emphasize issue positions
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or appropriations in their press releases depending on the electoral composition of

their states, and that doing so successfully shapes constituent approval and knowl-

edge. Similarly, Grimmer, Messing, and Westwood (2012) show that the total number

of credit claiming messages has a positive and significant affect on building support.

As a result, it appears that legislators can use their press releases to successfully

communicate their accomplishments to constituents in strategically targeted ways.

However, legislators cannot give all of their constituents equal attention in their

communications. Credit claiming for appropriations is inherently local in nature, as

members must decide how to allocate their resources across the constituency. Many

studies have examined the geographic targeting of actual funds between districts and

states (Lazarus and Steigerwalt 2009; Dynes and Huber 2015). For example, scholars

have demonstrated federal funding decreases the probability of a candidate facing a

high quality challenger (Bickers and Stein 1996), increases incumbents’ vote share

(Levitt and Snyder 1997), and that the party views such appropriations as valuable

(Lazarus 2009).

This question of what drives geographic variation in credit claiming at the sub-

constituency level is critical to understanding how legislators perceive their districts

and perform their jobs as representatives. If legislators are systematically targeting

certain areas in their communications over others, they may be more in tune with

the needs and ideological views of those areas. As explained by Miler (2010, 15),

“...legislators do not represent a single constituency, but rather multiple
subconstituencies within their district. As a result, there is not one rep-
resentative relationship between a legislator and his district, but rather
a collection of representative relationships within a district that schol-
ars must examine in order to understand constituency representation in
Congress.”

This suggests that, to fully understand how senators represent their constituents
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and the consequences of credit claiming, it is necessary to move down to the sub-

constituency level. Furthermore, if senators are systematically ignoring certain areas

in press releases, this may have consequences for how constituents perceive and ap-

prove of their senators. I focus on the Senate for all of these analyses because there

is very little known about senator resource allocation. Additionally, the size of the

districts, which are entire states, provide important leverage over the question of how

legislators decide to allocate resources across constituencies.

Findings from studies at the district-wide level provide important clues about how

senators will go about allocating their attention in press releases. For example, Grim-

mer (2013b) finds that senators from swing states credit claim significantly more than

senators from safe states, and Grimmer, Westwood, and Messing (2014) report that

legislators from low-income districts credit claim significantly more than legislators

from higher-income districts. Similarly, Dynes and Huber (2015) find that districts

with electorates of the same party as the president or House majority and states that

are more competitive in presidential elections are allocated more federal resources.

The question of within-constituency variation has been explored in more depth at

the executive level. For instance, studies of federal appropriations report that pres-

idents systematically direct dollars to counties within swing states and counties in

core states that have strongly supported the president in recent elections (Kriner and

Reeves 2015), direct more funds to states that have copartisan senators (Christenson,

Kriner, and Reeves 2017), and that the impact of such spending is most impactful in

counties with co-partisan members of Congress (Kriner and Reeves 2012).

Finally, the question of subconstituency representation has also been explored

in the comparative context using political texts. Evidence from Norway indicates

that legislators are significantly more likely to mention represented municipalities in

legislative speeches than unrepresented municipalities (Fiva, Halse, and Smith 2019),

52



while an analysis of the German Bundestag demonstrates that districts with higher

levels of electoral volatility are more likely to be referenced in parliamentary questions

(Zittel, Nyhuis, and Baumann 2019).

In the following sections, I draw from these previous works to investigate the

geographic nature of senator credit claiming behavior. The findings lead to three

main contributions. First, within-state and within-senator analyses reveal that elec-

torally secure and populous counties receive outsize space in official communications.

However, election timing interacts with electoral vulnerability, leading swing areas

to receive more mentions as elections draw near. Second, local factors do condi-

tion the elasticity of credit-claiming with respect to the amount of federal resources

those places actually received. Interestingly, the counties that appear to be most

impacted are those that display highly variable party support, indicating that while

funds are being directed towards these areas, senators downplay them in their offi-

cial communications. Finally, I show that constituents do increase their approval of

senators when their county receives additional mentions in press releases, indicating

that the geographic targeting of official communications does have consequences for

how constituents perceive their representatives.

2.2 Identifying Local Mentions

The data on Senate press releases comes from Grimmer (2013b) and includes all

64,033 press releases from all senators from 2005, 2006, and 2007. In order to get a

measure of local mentions, I create a dataset of county and subcounty units, which

includes all uniquely named counties, places, and county subdivisions from the 2000
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and 2010 census (U.S. Census Bureau 2010).1 Using this dataset, I search the press

releases for the name of any such units and keep them if they are in the correct state.

I then match these geographic units to their corresponding counties, and collapse the

data to get the total number of mentions by county. Grimmer (2013b) topic coded

these press releases to determine whether or not they contain credit claiming messages,

allowing me to determine which geographies are mentioned in such discussions.2

For example, the press release below is from Senator Richard Shelby in 2007.

Shelby Announces $9,975 for Daviston Volunteer Fire Department, Febru-
ary 8, 2007 Washington D.C.

U.S. Senator Richard Shelby (R-AL), a member of the Senate Appro-
priations Committee, today announced that the Department of Homeland
Security will release $9,975 to the Daviston Volunteer Fire Department in
Tallapoosa County. The funding is provided by the Assistance to Fire-
fighters Grants Program. We have a responsibility to ensure that our first
responders have the most up to date equipment available said Senator
Shelby. Firefighters are in the field everyday protecting our citizens. It
is critical that our nation follow through on its commitment to ensure
the safety of our first responders. These funds have been awarded by the
Department of Homeland Security’s Office for Domestic Preparedness as
a part of the Assistance to Firefighters Grant Program. This program will
distribute $750 million in direct federal assistance to firefighters nation-
wide this year.3

1Places with duplicate names are dropped. If a county subdivision and a place have the same
name, the name of the place is used. If a name that is both a county and place is mentioned in
a press release, I first look if any of the words “county/parish/borough” appears directly after the
name. Next, I look if the words “counties/parishes/boroughs” appear in the press release. If either
of these are true, the word is assigned to the county. Additionally, areas the same name as senators
are dropped, unless they appear directly before the word “county.” Finally, areas with names that
are common words are dropped. See Section B.4 in the Appendix for a more detailed explanation
of the matching process.

2The full list of topics is listed in Table 1, page 6 of Grimmer (2013b). Credit claiming top-
ics include transportation grants, fire department grants, the Water Resources Development Act,
education funding, science research, justice grants, defense construction, and transportation appro-
priations.

3Punctuation was added to this example, as some press releases in the dataset do not include
punctuation.
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This press release mentions the town of Daviston and Tallapoosa County. Because

Daviston is located within Tallapoosa County, this is counted as one mention for Tal-

lapoosa. Such mentions will serve as the main unit of analysis throughout this paper.

I use this county-level data to analyze within-constituency variation in how senators

allocate their space in their official communications. To do so, I match this data to

individual-level senator characteristics from Volden and Wiseman (2020), including

their party, seniority, majority party status, chairmanship status, and membership

on important committees. I also include whether or not it is the end of the senator’s

term.

The resulting data is displayed in Figure 2.1, which shows the logged number of

mentions in all press releases by county for the entire time period of the data, which

is 2005 to 2007. Figures 2.2 and 2.3 show the same map broken down by senator

party. While there appears to be a relatively even distribution of mentions across the

country, there is also heterogeneity within states. For example, the eastern counties of

Texas, where the major cities are located, appear to receive relatively more mentions

than the western counties. On average, about 80.5 percent of a state lives in a county

that gets mentioned in a credit claiming press release. When the sample is expanded

to all messages, an average of 91.5 percent of a state’s population lives in a county

that gets mentioned.

However, this map obscures another level of variation, which is between senators

from the same state. In order to describe some of this variation, Figure 2.4 displays

the average number of county mentions in all press releases by the junior and senior

senator by state. The panel on the right shows the average number of mentions in

a year, and the panel on the left shows the average number of mentions in a year

weighted by the total number of press releases in that year. Although it is commonly

hypothesized that more junior members should target a larger array of voters, as they
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Figure 2.1: All Mentions
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Figure 2.2: Democrats’ Mentions

Figure 2.3: Republicans’ Mentions
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are more likely to be in an “expansionist” phase of their career (Fenno 1978), this does

not appear to be the case. If anything, it appears that senior senators mention a wider

variety of locations in their press releases. Furthermore, smaller states do not display

different patterns than larger states.

Figure 2.4: Mentions by State and Seniority Level, 2005-2007

Note: The two senators from California at the time, Diane Feinstein and Barbara
Boxer, were of the same seniority level.

2.3 Empirical Strategy

Using this data, I analyze which areas senators emphasize in their official com-

munications and how this varies with local conditions. To do so, I include the log

of local mentions as the dependent variable in an OLS regression with county-level
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population characteristics and electoral history. Because there are many zeros in the

independent variable, I also present results using a binary measure of mentions in the

appendix.

The first variable I include in this analysis is logged county population from the

5-year 2005-2009 American Community Survey (U.S. Census Bureau 2005-2009). Be-

cause press releases are one of the main ways for senators to communicate directly with

constituents and have been shown to drive news coverage (Yiannakis 1982; Grimmer

2010), senators likely want them to reach and leave lasting positive impressions on as

many people as possible. Senators ultimately need to win votes to hold office, and as

a result may discuss high population areas in their press releases more frequently than

low population areas in order to maximize the impact of their communications. With

this in mind, I expect that population should be a positive and significant predictor

of local mentions.

Next, I include two variables made to capture the electoral environment in a

county. While population is likely part of the story, senators also need to take the

local political environment into consideration. According to Schiller (2002, 111),

“The first step in building geographic support occurs when Senate candidates work to

consolidate and strengthen their reputation in areas that are solidly partisan in their

favor. On the basis of past history of partisan voting trends, Senate candidates will

devote greater or fewer resources to particular regions in their state.” Specifically,

Schiller hypothesizes that senators will focus on competitive regions as opposed to

solidly partisan areas. To test this hypothesis, I mark a county as a “core county”

if the senator received at least 55 percent or more of the vote in that county in

the previous general election. To capture the “swingness” of a county, I include the

standard deviation of a county’s presidential vote share for the senator’s party in the
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past three presidential elections.4 Including these variables will allow me to investigate

if senators focus on keeping supporters happy or on highly variable areas in order to

shore them up for the next election.

Finally, I include two additional demographic characteristics from the 5-year 2005-

2009 American Community Survey: median household income and the percent of

residents who are white. While some work has shown that representatives from high

income states credit claim more than representatives from low income states (Grim-

mer, Westwood, and Messing 2014), these variables are included as controls and for

exploratory purposes, as it is not clear how they will impact behavior at the local

level.

Taken together, this leads to the following specification:

Yijt = β1Populationit + β2Electoral Factorsit + β3County Demographicsit+

β4Zjt + δj + τt + εijt

in which Y represents local mentions and the subscript i indexes county, j indexes

senator, and t indexes year. I include senator fixed effects, denoted with δj, and year

fixed effects, denoted with τt. For legislator-level controls, denoted by Zjt, I include

majority party status, chairmanship status, membership on important committees,

and whether or not it is the end of the senator’s term. Models with state fixed effects

also control for seniority and party. Finally, standard errors are clustered on senator.

4These variables are created from Leip (2018) and MIT Election Data and Science Lab (2018).
All analyses including these variables exclude Alaska, as they report election results at the borough,
and not the county level, and the results cannot be reliably mapped onto counties.

60



2.4 Results

The results from this analysis are displayed in Table 2.1.5 The first two columns

display the results on press releases that have been coded as credit claiming messages

by Grimmer (2013a), and the last two columns display the results for all messages.

Columns (1) and (3) include state fixed effects, while columns (2) and (4) include

senator fixed effects, allowing for comparisons of within-constituency and within-

senator results.

First, senators are significantly more likely to mention high population areas, with

coefficient magnitudes ranging from 0.26 to 0.35. This translates to about a 0.43 to

0.49 standard deviation increase in log mentions, respectively. However, population

does not completely explain credit claiming behavior. As opposed to counties getting

attention in proportion to their size, which would lead the coefficient to have a value

of 1, the coefficient is substantially smaller. As a result, this suggests that politics

is also at work. In contrast to the hypothesis of Schiller (2002), the coefficient on

“Core County” is positive and significant in columns (2) and (4), which are the within-

senator specifications. Becoming a core county leads to a five percent increase in local

mentions after controlling for within-senator tendencies. Alternatively, the coefficients

on “Variability of County” are negative and significant when senator fixed effects

are included, indicating that senators may be strategically under-emphasizing swing

counties. Finally, the demographic controls also present some interesting results.

Senators are significantly less likely to mention counties with high percentages of

5A recreation of these results excluding locations mentioned in the first two words of the press
releases is presented in Table B.1. This excludes situations in which the press release starts in the
following way “Wailuku Maui - The Department of Veterans Affairs...” However, I choose to include
these in the main analyses, as these mentions usually signal that something is happening in that
location.

61



white residents. However, median family income is never significant.

Table 2.1: County Characteristics and U.S. Senator Local Mentions

Dependent Variable: ln(Mention + 1)

Credit Claiming Messages All Messages

(1) (2) (3) (4)

ln(Total Population + 1) 0.26∗∗ 0.26∗∗ 0.35∗∗ 0.34∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Core County −0.01 0.05∗∗ −0.01 0.05∗

(0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02)
Variability of County −0.12 −0.66∗ −0.61 −1.18∗∗

(0.39) (0.36) (0.40) (0.37)
Percent White −0.42∗∗ −0.41∗∗ −0.35∗∗ −0.33∗∗

(0.08) (0.07) (0.08) (0.08)
Median Family Income 0.00 −0.00 0.00 0.00

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

State Fixed Effects X X
Senator Fixed Effects X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X X
Observations 18,639 18,639 18,639 18,639
R2 0.47 0.58 0.51 0.59

Note: Estimates are coefficients from OLS regressions with state/senator and year
fixed effects. Senator-clustered standard errors are in parentheses. All regressions
include controls for senator chairmanship status, membership on important com-
mittees, majority party status, and election status, while regressions with state
fixed effects also control for party and seniority. ∗∗p < 0.05, ∗p < 0.10.

While the variability of a county does not significantly increase credit claiming

behavior as expected, there are other ways to measure the “swingness” of a county. In

Table B.2, I re-create the above results using an indicator for whether or not a senator

received between 45 and 55 percent of the vote share in the previous general election

instead of the variability in presidential vote share. The coefficient is never significant,

suggesting that marginality is not impacting senator credit claiming behavior at the

county level. However, it is important to note that it does boost the estimates of

“Core County” to 0.06, as it changes the omitted category from all other counties

to just opposition counties. Additionally, Table B.3 presents results using a binary
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measure of mentions as the dependent variable instead of a logged measure. While

the electoral and population results are substantively similar, “Percent White” is no

longer significant.

Finally, in Table B.4 I include an additional control for the log mentions of that

county in the other senator’s press releases. While Schiller (2002) suggests that

senators take great pains to carve unique careers and geographic relationships with

their constituents, we know that legislators often release similar press releases to their

colleagues when announcing accomplishments (Grimmer, Westwood, and Messing

2014). As shown in the first row of Table B.4, the coefficient on this control is positive

and significant, reaffirming that senators are significantly more likely to mention

counties that their colleague also mentions.

While these results provide important insights into senator credit claiming behav-

ior overall, it may be the case that senators behave differently during election time.

Because senators have longer six-year terms, they do not need to be courting swing

voters at all times. To test this possibility, I recreate Table 2.1 including an interac-

tion with an indicator for whether or not it was the last year of the senator’s term in

2006.6 The results from these regressions, which are displayed in Table 2.2 support

this hypothesis. After controlling for within-senator factors, the pattern predicted by

Schiller (2002) is evident: swing counties are mentioned significantly more in credit

claiming messages during election years.7

6This variable includes senators who are retiring. I include these senators because their behavior
may still be different than those in the middle of their terms, and they may display strategic behaviors
to help keep their seat in the hands of their party. When senators who are retiring are excluded (of
which there are four), the coefficient on swing counties remains positive and significant at the 10
percent level in the sample limited to credit claiming messages.

7The version of this table using a binary outcome variable is shown in Table B.5.
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Table 2.2: County Characteristics, Election Status, and U.S. Senator Local Mentions

Dependent Variable: ln(Mention + 1)

Credit Claiming Messages All Messages

(1) (2) (3) (4)

End of Term 0.29 0.26 −0.05 −0.20
(0.45) (0.39) (0.48) (0.41)

ln(Total Population + 1) 0.27∗∗ 0.26∗∗ 0.35∗∗ 0.34∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Core County −0.00 0.06∗∗ −0.01 0.05∗∗

(0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)
Variability of County −0.12 −0.86∗∗ −0.56 −1.28∗∗

(0.40) (0.39) (0.42) (0.39)
Percent White −0.41∗∗ −0.40∗∗ −0.36∗∗ −0.35∗∗

(0.08) (0.07) (0.08) (0.08)
Median Family Income −0.00 −0.00 0.00 −0.00

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
ln(Total Population + 1) x End of Term −0.04 −0.02 −0.02 0.01

(0.04) (0.03) (0.04) (0.03)
Core County x End of Term −0.02 −0.09 −0.02 −0.09

(0.07) (0.07) (0.08) (0.09)
Variability of County x End of Term −0.25 2.17∗∗ −0.81 1.15

(1.49) (0.97) (1.63) (1.01)
Percent White x End of Term −0.06 −0.10 0.17 0.27

(0.28) (0.21) (0.35) (0.24)
Median Family Income x End of Term 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

State Fixed Effects X X
Senator Fixed Effects X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X X
Observations 18,639 18,639 18,639 18,639
R2 0.48 0.58 0.51 0.59

Note: Estimates are coefficients from OLS regressions with state/senator and year fixed effects.
Senator-clustered standard errors are in parentheses. All regressions include controls for senator
chairmanship status, membership on important committees, majority party status, and election
status, while regressions with state fixed effects also control for party and seniority. ∗∗p < 0.05,
∗p < 0.10.

64



2.4.1 Interaction with Actual Appropriations

Another possible motivation for credit claiming is to communicate what legislators

have actually been able to accomplish on behalf of local communities. While senators

are clearly keeping politics in mind when releasing press releases, it remains unknown

how these communications interact with the actual federal appropriations being di-

rected towards an area. It may be the case that senators over-emphasize areas that

get high amounts of grants in order to call attention to their success. Alternatively,

senators may under-emphasize areas that get high amounts of appropriations in order

to focus on areas that feel ignored. Furthermore, it is unclear how local factors impact

the elasticity of credit claiming with respect to grants. In order to investigate these

questions, I match my data on local county mentions to actual federal spending.

Specifically, I use data on federal outlays from Alexander, Berry, and Howell

(2016). Their data on federal outlays comes from the Consolidated Federal Funds

Report (CFFR), which includes information on county-level outlays broken down by

program type. Following their analyses, I focus on nonformula grants, as opposed to

entitlements and formula-based grants, as it is the category said to be most susceptible

to pork barreling (Lee 2004; Alexander, Berry, and Howell 2016; Christenson, Kriner,

and Reeves 2017).8 While Alexander, Berry, and Howell (2016) are interested in how

legislator ideology impacts the ability to procure federal outlays, and therefore match

outlays in fiscal year t to political variables in calender year t-1 (when it is commonly

assumed such outlays are appropriated), I am interested in how both the appropriating

8As explained in Lazarus and Steigerwalt (2009, 354), it is often argued that senators focus more
on formula grants, as opposed to nonformula grants, in their messages as they are much larger and
allocated on a state-by-state basis. Because my analysis is centered at the county-level, and it has
also been shown that senators actively seek out earmarks (Lee 2004; Lazarus and Steigerwalt 2009),
I follow the method of Alexander, Berry, and Howell (2016). However, I also show results using
formula grants in Table B.7. Results are substantively similar, with more exaggerated coefficients
due to the size of formula grants.

65



and actual transfer of federal funds impact credit claiming. As explained in Grimmer,

Westwood, and Messing (2014), legislators claim credit for grants at all stages of the

process, including before, during, and after funds are appropriated. As a result, I

present results for both calender year t-1 and calender year t, or the year in which the

funds can assumed to be appropriated and the year in which the funds were actually

transfered.

It is important to note that senators are not solely responsible for procuring these

grants. Each state is represented by two senators, and members of the House are

also working for such appropriations. Additionally, based off of previous literature,

we know that presidents are working behind the scenes to direct funds as well (Berry,

Burden, and Howell 2010; Kriner and Reeves 2012). However, it has also been shown

that legislators routinely claim credit for funds they are not responsible for (Grimmer

2013b; Grimmer, Westwood, and Messing 2014), and senators are likely aware of what

areas are receiving more funds than others and respond strategically. As a result, I

interact logged nonformula grants with each of the variables included in Table 2.1

in order to examine the elasticity of credit claiming with respect to delivered federal

grants and county-level characteristics.

The results from these regressions, which all include senator fixed effects, are

presented in Table 2.3 below. Results with state fixed effects are reported in Table

B.6 in the Appendix. Columns (1) and (2) present results from matching outlays in

fiscal year t to calender year t-1, and columns (3) and (4) show results for matching

fiscal year t to calender year t. In the regressions excluding the interaction term, the

coefficient on “ln(Grants + 1) is always a positive and significant predictor of local

mentions, indicating that senators over-claim based on actual grants going to counties.

However, the inclusion of the interaction term reveals interesting heterogeneity. First,

“ln(Total Population) x Grants” is a positive and significant predictor of mentions in
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both time periods. This suggests that senators are over-emphasizing high population

areas in their assumed time of appropriation. “Core County x Grants” is also positive

and significant, although at the 10 percent level and only in time t. In contrast,

“Variability of County x Grants” is consistently negative and significant. Senators

appear to allocate less time in their press releases towards areas that have been

shown to vacillate between the parties in the previous three presidential elections.

Finally, none of the other interactions are significant predictors of mentions.

As previously stated, senators may care more about the marginality of a county as

opposed to its variability. In Table B.8, I once again re-create the above results using

an indicator for whether or not a senator received between 45 and 55 percent of the

general election vote share in the previous general election instead of the variability

of the county. The coefficient is never significant, suggesting that county marginality

does not interact with federal grants to impact credit claiming. Finally, there are

reasons to expect that the relationship between grants and credit claiming may not

be linear. As explained in Grimmer, Westwood, and Messing (2014), legislators claim

credit for very small amounts of spending. To test this possibility, I re-run the re-

sults including an indicator for whether or not the county received above the median

amount of spending in that state in that year instead of the log. The results, which

are presented in Table B.9, are substantively similar. Similarly, in Table B.10, I use

the number of grants a county receives, as opposed to the amount. While the rela-

tionship between grants and mentions remains the same, the electoral interactions are

no longer statistically significant.9 Finally, in Table B.11 I present results using “Any

Mentions” as a dependent variable instead of log mentions. In this specification the

9To get a number of the count of grants going to a county, as opposed to the amount, I use a
dataset created from the Federal Assistance Award Data System (FAADS) from Dynes and Huber
(2015) on highly variable grants.
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Table 2.3: County Characteristics, Federal Grants, and U.S. Senator Local Mentions

Dependent Variable: ln(Mention + 1)

Time t-1 Time t

(1) (2) (3) (4)

ln(Grants + 1) 0.07∗∗ −0.17∗∗ 0.06∗∗ −0.19∗∗

(0.01) (0.06) (0.01) (0.06)
ln(Total Population + 1) 0.18∗∗ −0.15∗∗ 0.19∗∗ −0.14∗∗

(0.02) (0.05) (0.02) (0.05)
Core Couny 0.05∗∗ −0.13 0.05∗∗ −0.20

(0.02) (0.15) (0.02) (0.15)
Variability of County −0.48 7.03∗∗ −0.53 6.82∗∗

(0.35) (3.44) (0.35) (3.35)
Percent White −0.25∗∗ −0.71 −0.26∗∗ −0.72

(0.07) (0.57) (0.07) (0.58)
Median Family Income 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
ln(Total Population + 1) x Grants 0.02∗∗ 0.02∗∗

(0.00) (0.00)
Core County x Grants 0.01 0.02∗

(0.01) (0.01)
Variability of County x Grants −0.51∗∗ −0.51∗∗

(0.23) (0.22)
Percent White x Grants 0.04 0.04

(0.04) (0.04)
Median Family Income x Grants −0.00 −0.00

(0.00) (0.00)

Senator Fixed Effects X X X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X X
Observations 18,615 18,615 18,615 18,615
R2 0.59 0.60 0.58 0.59

Note: Estimates are from OLS regressions with senator-clustered standard errors in paren-
theses. All regressions include controls for senator chairmanship status, membership on
important committees, majority party status, and election status, while regressions with
state fixed effects also control for party and seniority. ∗∗p < 0.05, ∗p < 0.10.
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interaction “Variability of County x Grants” is no longer significant at conventional

levels, although it remains negatively signed.

2.5 Consequences for Constituent Approval

Having shown that senators are targeting core counties with their communications

as opposed to highly variable areas, I now turn to examining the consequences of such

messages for constituent perceptions. In an experiment manipulating credit claiming

messages, Grimmer, Messing, and Westwood (2012) find that the total dollar amount

does not matter for constituent approval. Instead, it is the total number of messages

that leaves an impression. Similarly, using the same Senate press releases used for

this study, Grimmer (2013b) reports that increasing the number of credit claiming

messages increases constituent approval of senators. However, the question remains

regarding how the geographic nature of these messages impacts constituent percep-

tions of their legislators. While constituents may not care about the dollar amount

being claimed, mentions of their local community may leave a lasting impression.

In order to get a measure how constituents view their senators, I match my data

on local mentions to the 2006 and 2007 CCES (Kuriwaki 2018). The CCES is a

yearly nation-wide survey that asks respondents questions about their elected offi-

cials, including senator approval ratings and general political knowledge. I match

each respondent in the CCES to their appropriate senators, and generate a binary

measure of approval created from a five-point question.10 I control for the respon-

dent’s copartisan status with the senator, race, gender, and a variety of time-varying

senator controls, including chairmanship status, membership on important commit-

10Respondents are marked as approving of their senator if they selected “Strongly Approve” or
“Somewhat Approve.”
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tees, majority party status, seniority, absolute value Nokken-Poole score (to capture

ideological extremism), and whether or not it is the end of the senator’s term.

It is important to note that a senator may mention a local area for a variety of

reasons that are unobserved or unobservable. In order to control for this possibility, I

include senator-county fixed effects. Consequently, this analysis controls for any fea-

tures of a senator’s relationship with a county that do not change over time. Finally,

I include year fixed effects and cluster standard errors on senator.

The results from this analysis are displayed in Table 2.4. Column (1) displays

the results from credit claiming messages alone, while column (2) displays the results

from all messages. As the first coefficient in column (1) shows, local mentions are not

a significant predictor of constituent approval in credit claiming press releases, but

are when the subset is expanded to all messages. Specifically, a 100 percent increase

in local mentions is associated with a 1 percent increase in constituent approval.

As a result, it appears that the explicit mention of a constituent’s local area does

lead respondents to modestly improve their evaluations of senators. I also present

the results using “Any Mentions” as the main independent variable in Table B.12.

While similar in magnitude, the coefficients are not significant predictors of approval,

suggesting that being mentioned at least once is not enough to move approval.
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Table 2.4: The Impact of Local Mentions on Constituent Approval

Dependent Variable: Constituent Approval (0/1)

Credit Claiming Messages All Messages

(1) (2)

ln(Mentions + 1) 0.01 0.01∗

(0.01) (0.01)
Copartisan 0.45∗∗ 0.45∗∗

(0.02) (0.02)
Chair 0.00 0.00

(0.02) (0.02)
Member of Important Committee −0.01 −0.01

(0.03) (0.03)
Member of Majority Party −0.02∗∗ −0.02∗∗

(0.01) (0.01)
|Nokken-Poole Score| 0.06 0.06

(0.06) (0.05)
Seniority −0.06∗∗ −0.06∗∗

(0.01) (0.01)
End of Term 0.03 0.03

(0.02) (0.02)

Senator-County Fixed Effects X X
Year Fixed Effects X X
Observations 91,277 91,277
R2 0.30 0.30

Note: Estimates are from OLS regressions with senator-county and year fixed effects.
Senator-clustered standard errors are in parentheses. Controls for senator chairmanship
status, membership on important committees, majority party status, seniority, and election
status are included, along with constituent race and gender. The unit of observation is
the respondent-senator. ∗∗p < 0.05, ∗p < 0.10.

2.6 Local Mentions and Media Coverage

One way that constituents may be accessing this information is via the news.

Existing studies show that press releases drive media coverage, and that newspapers

sometimes print press releases word for word (Grimmer 2010). But how do local

mentions in press releases translate to media coverage? To examine this relationship,

I perform an introductory analysis of the relationship between local mentions in press
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releases and local newspaper coverage of senators. Specifically, I downloaded all

newspaper articles from NexisUni that mentioned current senators from the Dayton

Daily News in Ohio and the Idaho Falls Post Register in Idaho. In addition to having

complete coverage available on NexisUni, these newspapers have limited circulation

throughout their respective states. As of 2004, The Dayton Daily News circulated

to 16 out of 88 counties, and Idaho Falls Post Register circulated to 9 out of 44

counties. This limited coverage allows me to test if the news coverage of senators

increases when the senator mentions counties in that newspaper’s circulation more.

Over the course of 2005 to 2007, there were two senators that represented Idaho and

three that represented Ohio. While the two senators of Idaho were both Republicans,

Ohio was represented by two Republicans and one Democrat. In total, there were

976 articles written about these five senators during this time period, including 879

from the Dayton Daily News and 96 from the Idaho Falls Post Register.

I match the dates of these newspaper articles to the dates that the five senators

mentioned the local counties that subscribe to the newspaper. The end result is a

dataset in which each row is a senator-week. The outcome variable of interest is how

many articles the newspaper runs about the senator in that week, and the indepen-

dent variable is the number of press releases mentioning a county in that newspaper’s

circulation in that week. I control for senator seniority, party, chairmanship status,

membership on important committees, and whether or not it is the end of the sena-

tor’s term. All regressions include state and year fixed effects, with standard errors

clustered on senator.

The results from this regression are presented below. Column (1) presents results

in which the main independent and dependent variables are logged, and column (2)

includes binary transformations in order to address the skewed nature of the data. No

matter the functional form, the relationship between local mentions in press releases
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and newspaper articles is never significant. This result suggests that, while newspa-

pers may be covering senate press releases, local news coverage does not appear to

be dependent on the number of times that local community gets mentioned directly

by the senator.

Table 2.5: U.S. Senator Local Mentions and Local Newspaper Coverage

ln(News Articles + 1) Any News Articles (0/1)

ln(County Mentions + 1) 0.04
(0.03)

Any County Mentions (0/1) −0.01
(0.04)

Seniority 0.02∗∗ 0.02∗∗

(0.00) (0.00)
Party 0.15∗∗ 0.21∗∗

(0.00) (0.03)
Chairmanship Status −0.09∗∗ −0.07∗∗

(0.00) (0.02)
Membership on Important Committees 0.08∗∗ −0.02

(0.02) (0.03)
End of Term 0.66∗∗ 0.19∗∗

(0.01) (0.05)

State Fixed Effects X X
Year Fixed Effects X X
Observations 636 636
Adjusted R2 0.56 0.43

Note: Estimates are coefficients from OLS regressions with senator and year fixed ef-
fects. Senator-clustered standard errors are in parentheses. The unit of observation is the
newspaper-week. ∗∗p < 0.05, ∗p < 0.10.

2.7 Conclusion

Although many scholars have investigated how legislators credit claim, this paper

is the first to bring the analysis down to the subconstituency level. By examining

which local geographies senators mention in their press releases, these analyses shed

light on how senators perform a consistent and critical aspect of their job: communi-
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cating their accomplishments. Using county-level data, the findings reveal important

within-constituency variation in how legislators inform their constituents of what they

are doing for local communities.

First, I show that senators are significantly more likely to credit claim to high

population and core counties. In contrast, swing counties receive substantially less

attention. These findings suggest that legislators use press releases to try and reach

the most people possible while keeping their key supporters happy. However, senators

actively change their credit claiming behavior in the year leading up to an election.

While senators are significantly more likely to mention core areas more generally,

swing areas receive more attention in the year of an election.

In addition to overall trends, I show that these local factors condition how sena-

tors respond to the actual federal grants being directed towards an area. The findings

suggest that, although senators over-claim for non-formula grants overall, they actu-

ally de-emphasize the amount of grants going towards swing counties. It may be the

case that while senators are not interested in credit claiming towards these counties,

presidents are directing high amounts of funds towards such areas. These findings

are robust towards matching outlays to different credit claiming periods and using

alternative measures of funding.

Finally, I explore how these behaviors impact constituent evaluations of their

senators. While other studies have shown that the total amount of funds does not

impact constituent opinions as much as the total number of messages (Grimmer,

Messing, and Westwood 2012), I show that the number of local mentions in credit

claiming messages does have a modest positive and significant impact on approval.

This result suggests that the content of official communications may matter more for

constituent perceptions than previously thought, just in different ways.

While these findings expand on the current literature by examining how senators
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communicate with their constituents at a more fine grained level, they cannot prove

causal relationships. Future studies should focus on expanding the time frame of the

data and exploring experimental tests of locally focused messages in order to gain a

better understanding of the connections at work. Furthermore, press releases are not

the only communications that legislators have with their constituents, and there are

other dimensions of local representation beyond mentioning the names of cities and

towns. More research remains to be done on how other forms of communication, such

as in-person meetings, television appearances, and ribbon cutting ceremonies interact

with such behaviors.
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3 | The Helpful Extremist: The Relation-
ship Between Casework and Ideology in
Congress

The growing levels of ideological extremism in Congress is a consistent topic of

scholarly discussion. For example, Heberlig, Hetherington, and Larson (2006) find

that members are more likely to select extremists for party leadership positions, Ba-

fumi and Herron (2010) show that members are relatively more extreme than their

constituents, and McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal (2006) demonstrate that Congress

is more polarized than ever before. However, despite the abundance of work on ide-

ological extremism in Congress, the question of how extreme policy representation

interacts with legislator behavior in the district, including the performance of con-

stituency service, remains under-explored. Constituency service, or the process by

which representatives help constituents with non-legislative tasks, is one of the main

duties of members of Congress (Eulau and Karps 1977; Fiorina 1977) and takes up a

substantial portion of legislators’ time and resources (Ellickson and Whistler 2001).

As a result, this limited view of ideological extremism prevents us from understand-

ing the entirety of its consequences for representation and the legislator-constituent

relationship.

Existing theories suggest that members of Congress should focus on such local ser-

vices when they are ideologically “out-of-step” with their constituents (Fenno 1978;
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Cain, Ferejohn, and Fiorina 1987). By doing so, legislators can cultivate positive

reputations that provide them with leeway to vote how they want in Washington.

Extremists tend to represent districts composed of high amounts of copartisan con-

stituents, and therefore do not need to focus on non-partisan activities, such as ap-

propriations, to shore up goodwill across the aisle (Grimmer 2013a). Consequently,

extremists dominate national policy debates, while moderates focus on local benefits

(Grimmer 2013a). Now that ideological extremists have been a common feature of

Congress for over twenty years, these patterns of behavior likely have consequences

for how constituents expect their legislators to behave in office. This raises the fol-

lowing question: does local attentiveness have the same benefits for ideologically

extreme members of Congress, or do constituents have different expectations for such

legislators?

It may be the case that constituents simply want all legislators to be equally

helpful towards the community, no matter their ideological views. However, it is also

possible that constituents form expectations for legislators based off of their ideology,

leading them to respond differently to service when it is performed by a moderate

or an extremist. On the one hand, constituents may punish extreme legislators for

acting in locally-oriented ways. We know that extreme representatives discuss policy

more than moderates (Grimmer 2013a), sponsor more legislation (Campbell 1982),

and make greater use of unconstrained floor time to discuss the issues (Maltzman and

Sigelman 1996). As a result, constituents may respond negatively when extremists

choose to allocate resources away from policy and towards service. On the other hand,

constituents may reward extremists for being unexpectedly helpful. As opposed to

thinking about the trade-off in resources, constituents may be pleasantly surprised

by the performance of service and reward extremists above and beyond a moderate

for the same behavior.
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In this paper, I combine observational and experimental data to tackle this ques-

tion. First, I combine data on staff allocation patterns in the U.S. House with survey

data from 2010-2018 Cooperative Congressional Election Study (CCES) in order to

provide a descriptive analysis of how ideological extremists allocate their local re-

sources, and if they do so differently than moderates. Results reveal that extreme

Republicans allocate significantly less staff to local offices than moderate Republicans,

although this trend appears to be driven by district characteristics. Additionally, ex-

treme Democrats do not allocate their staff differently than moderate Democrats.

Furthermore, I find that ideologically extreme representatives do not experience an

increase in approval ratings among constituents for allocating additional staff to the

district. This finding suggests that constituents do not respond differently to local

staffing choices made by moderates or extremists. While extremists are not punished

by copartisans for allocating fewer resources to Washington D.C., they are also not

rewarded by non-copartisans.

Second, I use an original survey experiment embedded in the 2017 CCES to an-

alyze the impact of service on constituent perceptions in a causal framework. The

experiment, which varies the ideological extremism, party, and levels of casework

performed by candidates, suggests that both copartisan and non-copartisan con-

stituents do in fact value the performance of high levels of service. Notably, both

groups are significantly more likely to vote for candidates who perform high levels of

constituency service. However, while copartisan respondents provide extremists an

additional 16 percentage point boost in favorability for performing casework, non-

copartisans penalize such incumbents, rating them as significantly less competent,

honest, and favorable. This finding suggests that extremists can benefit above and

beyond moderates by performing locally oriented activities among core supporters

but not among opposing constituents.
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Overall, this paper sheds new light on how constituency service and ideological ex-

tremism interact to impact constituent perceptions of legislators. Extremists allocate

their staff in similar ways to moderates, and are not rewarded or punished for doing

so. However, experimental results do reveal that extremists are given higher favora-

bility ratings by copartisans constituents for performing the same level of service as

moderates. Finally, extreme incumbents cannot use service to curry additional favor

across the isle, indicating it’s limited ability to promote bipartisanship in the district.

3.1 Ideological Extremism and Constituency Service

in Congress

In 2006, McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal (2006) made the claim that “partisan

differences in congressional voting behavior have grown dramatically to levels not

seen since the early twentieth century” (666). Since then, the number of ideological

extremists in Congress has continued to rise, leading polarization and gridlock to be

at an all time high (Thomsen 2014). As a result, much scholarly work has focused

on the consequences of ideological extremism in Congress for what happens inside of

the legislature. For example, as previously stated we know that extremists cosponsor

significantly more pieces of legislation (Campbell 1982) and often fill party leadership

roles (Grofman, Koetzle, and McGann 2002). Additionally, it has been shown that

taking extreme positions on roll call votes has negative electoral consequences (An-

solabehere, Snyder, and Stewart 2001; Canes-Wrone, Brady, and Cogan 2002). While

these studies have significant implications for policy representation, it is important to

note that “...attitudinal or perceptual congruence is not an exclusive measure of rep-

resentation; it is simply the ‘starting point” ’ (Eulau and Karps 1977, 235). In order
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to fully understand the consequences of extremism for representation, it is critical to

now turn towards the district, where legislators’ perceptions of their constituencies

“are shaped, sharpened or altered” (Fenno 1977, 883).

One of the most important activities a legislator performs in the district is con-

stituency service. The Congressional Research Service (CRS) breaks constituency

service down into four categories: (1) help with government, (2) opportunities for

students, (3) assisting with Washington D.C. visits, and (4) commemorations and

recognitions (Constituent Services: Overview and Resources 2018). The performance

of casework, or helping constituents interact with a federal agency, falls under the

first category and may have the largest potential for impact. According to the CRS,

“Common requests for casework involve applications for Social Security, veterans’, or

other federal benefits; obtaining a missing record or payment from a federal agency; or

assistance with immigration matters” (Constituent Services: Overview and Resources

2018, 2). Scholars have shown that such activities take up a relatively large portion

of a legislators’ time and leave lasting impressions on constituents (Eulau and Karps

1977; Yiannakis 1981; Fiorina 1977; Rivers and Fiorina 1991; King 1991; Serra 1994;

Lowande, Ritchie, and Lauterbach 2018). In a 2001 survey, state legislators identi-

fied casework as their second most time consuming activity, right behind lawmaking

(Ellickson and Whistler 2001, 560).

Yet the question of how service affects reelection margins has been hotly debated,

with some scholars reporting null or even negative effects (McAdams and Johannes

1981). Cain, Ferejohn, and Fiorina (1984) suggest that this is due to the fact that con-

stituency service is extremely hard to measure and the benefits largely work through

word of mouth. For example, political scientists are unable to calculate the number

of phone calls an average representative gets or how many constituents a staffer meets

with. As a result, previous studies often rely on the memories of voters or on imprecise
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estimates from congressional offices (Johannes and McAdams 1981; Richardson Jr.

and Freeman 1995). Congressional offices also have incentives to inflate these esti-

mates, leading to misleading results. Finally, studies of constituency service suffer

from non-random self-selection: representatives in competitive districts may perform

more constituency service in order to curry favor with voters.

King (1991) demonstrates that the null findings in many of these studies are due

to biased estimates of the incumbency advantage. After accounting for this bias,

King (1991, 128) reports that “an extra $10,000 added to the budget of the average

state legislator gives this incumbent an additional 1.54 percentage point advantage in

the next election,” suggesting that service can have large positive effects. Grimmer,

Messing, and Westwood (2012, 705) also demonstrate the lasting influence of con-

stituency service, arguing that “constituents keep a ‘running tally’ of credit allocation

that is updated unintentionally and spontaneously as they encounter credit claiming

messages from their legislators.” Clearly, district activities can be an important tool

for legislators seeking to cultivate goodwill at home.

This characterization suggests that legislators can use local activities as a tool

to generate positive valence. Beginning with Stokes in 1963, researchers have been

studying how valence advantages, or non-policy factors such as competence, constitute

a second dimension that is important in winning elections (Stokes 1963; Mondak

1995; Stone and Simas 2010). Traditionally, it was posited that such advantages give

candidates leeway to locate closer to their ideal points, as constituents may be willing

to accept ideological divergence if they receive benefits along another dimension they

care about. As a result, ideologically extreme members may be able to use service to

garner higher electoral margins than they otherwise would if constituents were solely

focused on policy.

Serra (2010) develops a formal model that reflects this characterization. By char-

81



acterizing valence advantages as endogenous to the candidate, Serra (2010, 427) finds

that more extreme candidates work the hardest to acquire valence, including shifting

more resources towards developing strong personal reputations in their districts. This

finding suggests that ideologically extreme representatives can use local activities to

shift attention away from their ideology and towards their positive contributions to

the district. Constituency service may be uniquely suited towards this task, as con-

stituents of both parties and all ideologies can benefit from help with the bureaucracy

and other such activities.

However, this model is based on the idea that extreme representatives are being

elected by moderate districts, when in reality extreme representatives may be perfectly

in line with their constituents’ views. Extremists tend to represent districts composed

of a high amount of copartisan constituents, and therefore do not need to focus

on non-partisan activities to shore up goodwill across the aisle (Grimmer 2013a).

Grimmer (2013a) finds that ideologically extreme representatives are more likely to

focus on specific issues in their communications to constituents as opposed to federal

grants, suggesting that ideological extremists tend to emphasize policy over the other

dimensions of representation to their districts on a consistent basis. As a result,

extremists tend to dominate national debates surrounding important policy questions

and foster images of being policy-oriented.

Based off these signals, it would be reasonable for constituents to form stereotypes

of extreme candidates. Mainly, that they are going to be policy, as opposed to district,

focused. Voters have been shown to make inferences from gender, party, and ideology

about how candidates will behave in office (Rahn 1993; Lau and Redlawsk 2001; Koch

2002; Dancey and Sheagley 2013). Although these studies have mainly focused on roll

call voting, heuristics may also be used to infer other aspects of legislator behavior,

such as whether a representative will be policy or locally focused. As a result, con-
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stituents may respond differently to service when it is performed by a moderate or an

extremist, as extremists most often associate themselves with policy representation.

There are three possible ways that constituents can respond: First, constituents may

punish extreme legislators for performing the same levels of service as moderates.

If a district elects an extreme representative thinking that they will focus mainly

on legislation, constituents may respond negatively if the representative chooses to

allocate resources away from policy and towards service. Second, constituents may

reward extremists for behaving in unexpectedly helpful ways. Constituents may not

actively think about the trade-off in resources, and instead be pleasantly surprised

by the performance of service and reward extremists above and beyond a moderate

for the same behavior. Third, constituents may expect an equal level of helpfulness

from all representatives and reward extremists and moderates the same.

Finally, constituent response is likely conditioned by copartisan status. While

copartisans may punish extremists for not focusing on policy, as explained above, non-

copartisans may welcome more politically neutral and community-oriented behavior.

In fact, Yiannakis (1981) provides evidence that non-copartisans are the group most

likely to be swayed by casework to vote the incumbent. However, Broockman and

Ryan (2016) more recently report that constituents are significantly more likely to

contact copartisan representatives to express their views. If constituents do not feel

comfortable reaching out to non-copartisan representatives for help, the performance

of casework may mean little. Actually, it may promote feelings of exclusion. As a

result, it is unclear how copartisan status conditions responses to constituency service

when it is interacted with ideology.

In sum, despite the importance of constituency service to the representational

task, no study to my knowledge has tested the relationship between constituency ser-

vice, ideological extremism, and the public perception of legislators. In the following
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sections, I use both observational and experimental data to tackle this challenge.

3.2 Do Extremists Use Local Resources Differently?

I begin the investigation of how ideological extremists use constituency service

by analyzing the staff allocation patterns of members of the U.S. House of Repre-

sentatives. While it is difficult to collect systematic information on the performance

of casework for the reasons discussed above, the staffers in district offices are at the

forefront of such activities due to their proximity to constituents. Their location leads

district staffers to be more available to interact with constituents and the wider com-

munity. Furthermore, placing more staff in the district, as opposed to Washington

D.C., presents an important trade-off for legislators. Because Washington-based staff

are usually dedicated to legislative matters, placing more staff in the district moves

resources away from such policy-oriented activities and towards district-oriented work

(Schiff and Smith 1983; Montgomery and Nyhan 2017). As a result, the percentage

of staffers located in the district is a signal of the importance a member places on

local matters. Other scholars also use measures of staff allocation to capture district

focus, including Lazarus and Steigerwalt (2018) and Crosson et al. (n.d.).

Consequently, I use data on staff allocation patterns collected from the House

Telephone Directory for the period of 2010 to 2018. Taken together, this data covers

the 111th through the 115th Congress. The data covering 2010 to 2016 was collected

by Brookings (2017),1 which I then extended to cover 2017 and 2018. The distribution

of the variable “Percentage of Staffers in District” is displayed in Figure 3.1 for the

total time period of the data, as separate distributions by Congress look quite similar.

The distribution is normally distributed, with the average representative allocating

1Thank you to Curtlyn Kramer and Jackson Gode for sharing the data with me.
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47.5 percent of their staff to the district with a standard deviation of 8.7. The average

member in the dataset has 15.6 staffers in total with a standard deviation of 2.4.

This variable also appears to be similarly distributed across the country. While it

may be expected that legislators from farther states would place a higher percentage

of their staff in district offices to compensate for the amount of time it takes to travel

between Washington D.C. and the district, this does not appear to be the case. As

shown in Figure 3.2, which shows the relationship between distance from Washington

D.C. and the percentage of staff located in district offices, legislators from across the

country display similar patterns.2
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Figure 3.1: The Distribution of the Percentage of Staffers Located in District Offices

2A replications of this figure including Alaska and Hawaii is displayed in Figure C.1. This figure
is created with from shapefiles from Lewis and Martis (2013).
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Figure 3.2: The Relationship between District Staff and Distance from Washington
D.C.

Although Figures 3.1 and 3.2 suggest that the average member is placing about

half of their staff in the district, ideologically extreme representatives may display

different behaviors. To investigate this possibility, Figure 3.3 displays binned means

of the percentage of staff placed in the district for members at low, medium, and high

levels of ideological extremism in each Congress.3 I measure ideological extremism

by using the absolute value of a member’s Nokken-Poole score. Nokken-Poole scores

allow for legislators’ ideal point estimates to move the maximum amount over time and

assumes that each Congress is separate for estimation purposes (Nokken and Poole

2004). The figure displays a small downward trend, with all members dedicating

less staff to the district over this period of time.4 Furthermore, it appears that

3This measure was created by breaking each Congress into three equal bins by ideology.

4To get a bigger picture of the the shift in staff to the district over time, see Crosson et al. (n.d.).
In their long-term analysis, they find that members have actually been dedicating more staff to
“representational activities,” including constituency service and communications, since the 1970’s.
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Figure 3.3: The Percentage of Staffers Located in District Offices by Levels of Ideo-
logical Extremism

Figure 3.4: The Percentage of Staffers Located in District Offices by Levels of Ideo-
logical Extremism and Party

the most ideologically extreme members place the least amount of staff at home in

comparison to more moderate members, although they also exhibit higher variation.

This figure is further broken down by party in Figure 3.4. Republicans tend to fall

below Democrats, although there is more overlap among the most extreme members

of both parties.

I formally test if ideologically extreme members place fewer staff in the district and

how this varies by party in Table 3.1. Specifically, I use a member’s level of ideological
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extremism, once again measured with the absolute value of that member’s Nokken-

Poole Score, to predict the percentage of staff they place in district offices. I interact

this measure of ideological extremism with an indicator for whether the member is a

Democrat in order to test for variation by party. I also control for other legislator-

specific factors that could affect the decision to place staff at home, including seniority,

previous general election vote share, chairmanship status, majority-party status, and

membership on important committees. These control variables come from Volden and

Wiseman (2020). Column (1) includes state and year fixed effects, showing within-

state tendencies in staff allocation patterns. Column (2) includes year and district

fixed effects, showing within-district tendencies. All standard errors are clustered on

district.

Table 3.1: The Relationship between Ideological Extremism and The Allocation of Staff

Pct. of Staff in District

(1) (2)

|Nokken-Poole Score| -0.042∗ 0.010
(0.020) (0.024)

Democrat=1 0.005 0.007
(0.014) (0.016)

Democrat=1 × |Nokken-Poole Score| 0.028 -0.015
(0.035) (0.044)

Constant 0.440∗ 0.462∗
(0.022) (0.015)

Year Fixed Effects X X
State Fixed Effects X
District Fixed Effects X
Clustered Standard Errors X X
N 3830 3830

Note: Entries are linear regression coefficients with standard errors (clustered
on district) in parentheses. The dependent variable is the percentage of
staff placed in district offices.** indicates p < 0.05 and * indicates
p < 0.10 (two-tailed tests).

As the first coefficient in Column (1) shows, ideologically extreme Republicans
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place significantly fewer staff in district offices than moderate Republicans. Specifi-

cally, they place 4.2 percentage points less of their staff at home. Additionally, it does

not appear that ideologically extreme Democrats allocate their staff differently than

moderate Democrats. These results suggest that constituency service is used differ-

ently by ideologically extreme Republicans, who likely prefer to focus on policy rather

than credit claiming (Grimmer 2013a), and may not want to appear as supporting

“big government.” However, as demonstrated by the first coefficient in column (2),

it does not appear that ideologically extreme legislators are switching things up in

their district upon getting elected. Within a given district, the effect of ideological

extremism on staff allocation decisions is not significantly different from zero. As a

result, while ideologically extreme Republicans do allocate less staff to the district

than their moderate counterparts, these decisions are being driven by district-level

characteristics rather than individual member decisions. Such characteristics could

include geography or constituent preferences.

3.2.1 The Impact on Approval

In this section, I analyze the impact of placing more staffers in the district on

constituent perceptions of ideological extremists. To do so, I match the staff allocation

data to the appropriate years in the 2010-2018 Cooperative Congressional Election

Study (Kuriwaki 2018), which includes large samples of constituents from almost

every congressional district.

I run a within-legislator regression in which I interact the percentage of staff in

district offices with ideological extremism to predict constituent approval ratings.

In addition to showing results among the total sample, I also subset by copartisan

status to further investigate heterogeneity. Although constituent approval is originally
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asked on a 5 point scale ranging from “Strongly Disapprove” to “Strongly Approve,”

I collapse it to a binary measure for simplicity.5 I control for seniority, chairmanship

status, majority-party status, and membership on important committees, and include

legislator fixed effects to control for time in-variant characteristics unique to the

legislator that may be associated with constituent approval. Finally, I include party-

year fixed effects to control for party-year specific factors that could affect approval,

such as scandals or control of Congress. All standard errors are clustered on legislator.

The results from this analysis are presented in Table 3.2. Column (1) reports

results for the entire sample, column (2) reports results for copartisan constituents,

and column (3) reports results for non-copartisan constituents. As shown in the first

three rows of the table, the coefficients on “Percentage of Staffers in the District

Offices”, “|Nokken-Poole Score|”, and their interaction are not significant in any of

the three regressions. However, it is interesting to note that the interaction term is

always negative, although it is simply suggestive in nature.

Overall, these results suggest that ideological extremists do not use staff differ-

ently than moderates in general, and that district staff does not successfully alter

constituent perceptions of their legislators. While extreme Republicans allocate fewer

staff to the district than moderate Republicans, this result loses significance after con-

trolling for district specific factors. Furthermore, constituents do not improve their

evaluations of legislators when additional staff are allocated to their district.

5Constituents who say that “Somewhat Approve,” “Approve,” or “Strongly Approve” of their
representative are coded as approving of their representatives.
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Table 3.2: The Relationship Between Staff Allocation and Approval

Approval (0/1)

Total Sample Copartisans Non-Copartisans

Pct. of Staff in District 0.117 0.076 0.140
(0.085) (0.133) (0.115)

|Nokken-Poole Score| 0.081 0.064 0.071
(0.090) (0.135) (0.119)

Pct. of Staff in District × |Nokken-Poole Score| -0.197 -0.228 -0.135
(0.169) (0.263) (0.234)

Constant 0.232∗∗ 0.672∗∗ 0.205∗∗
(0.045) (0.068) (0.060)

Legislator Fixed Effects X X X
Party-Year Fixed Effects X X X
Clustered Standard Errors X X X
N 345501 165973 179528

Note: Entries are linear regression coefficients with standard errors (clustered on legislator) in
parentheses. The dependent variable is a binary measure of constituent approval. **
indicates p < 0.05 and * indicates p < 0.10 (two-tailed tests).

3.3 Experimental Analysis

Although the above findings indicate that representatives cannot use locally-

oriented resources to generate positive perceptions among constituents, they cannot

be interpreted causally due to the non-random assignment of legislators to congres-

sional districts. As a result, further analysis is required in order to determine the

relationship between constituent perceptions, ideological extremism, and service rep-

resentation. In this section, I analyze a candidate choice experiment embedded in

the 2017 CCES consisting of 1000 respondents. The experiment, which varies the

ideology and amount of casework performed by two legislators, allows for a direct

test of the relationship between these two dimensions of representation.

Specifically, each treatment consists of a candidate pairing detailing the candi-

dates’ level of moderation, their party, the number of constituents that they have
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helped broken down by issue area, and a constituent testimonial. As a result of hav-

ing a previous record of constituency service, all candidates are incumbents. In total,

there were six possible treatments, listed below.

1. (1) Helpful Extremist and (2) Unhelpful Extremist

2. (1) Helpful Moderate and (2) Unhelpful Moderate

3. (1) Helpful Extremist and (2) Helpful Moderate

4. (1) Unhelpful Extremist and (2) Unhelpful Moderate

5. (1) Helpful Extremist and (2) Unhelpful Moderate

6. (1) Unhelpful Extremist and (2) Helpful Moderate

For Republican candidates, extremism was signaled by describing the candidate

as “one of the most conservative Republicans in the U.S. House of Representatives.”

For Democratic candidates, it was signaled by describing the candidate as “one of

the most liberal Democrats in the U.S. House of Representatives.” Moderation was

signaled by simply describing the candidate as either a “moderate Republican” or

a “moderate Democrat.” As previously stated, in addition to a sentence describing

the candidates’ ideology, the treatment also includes a numerical breakdown of the

number of constituents helped in a variety of issue areas and a constituent testimo-

nial. The constituent testimonial was randomly selected depending on the level of

“helpfulness” of the representative in the treatment. The list of possible testimonials

is included in the Appendix in Section C.2.

All respondents were shown two treatments - one comparing two Republican can-

didates and one comparing two Democratic candidates. The order of the treatments

was randomized, eliminating the possibility that the effects are influenced by being

primed by the first treatment. The order of the candidates within each treatment
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was also randomized, protecting against the possibility that respondents stop reading

after the first column. The layout of the experiment is displayed in Figure 3.5. After

viewing the treatments, participants were asked which candidate they would rather

represent them in Congress and to rate the favorability, honesty, and competence

of each candidate.6 All outcomes variables are binary; the outcome variables that

asked respondents to rate characteristics of the candidates are measured initially on

a five-point scale and collapsed to a binary measure where 1 indicates respondents

who expressed positive feelings toward the candidates.

The random assignment of candidate pairings to respondents allows me to iden-

tify the causal effect of ideological extremism and constituency service on respondent

perceptions of a candidate’s personality traits and overall suitability as a representa-

tive. To estimate these effects, I split the candidate pairings into individual profiles.

Because each respondent viewed two candidate pairings (one for Democrats and one

for Republicans) this produces 4,000 candidate evaluations in total. I then run the

following regression at the respondent-profile level controlling for the characteristics

of the candidate and the challenger. I also control for the respondent’s copartisan

status with the candidate, race, gender, education and age:

6More specifically, respondents were asked the following questions: Who would you rather rep-
resent you in Congress? Answer options included 1) Representative 1 and 2) Representative 2. The
next three questions were the following: Please rate the following characteristic of Representative
(1/2): Favorability; Please rate the following characteristic of Representative (1/2): Competence;
Please rate the following characteristic of Representative (1/2): Honesty. Answer options went on
a scale from 1 to 5 and also included a “Don’t know enough to say” option. Results are robust to
using the 5 point scaling as shown in Figures C.4 and C.5.
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Figure 3.5: Example Treatment
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Yij = β0 + β1Serviceij + β2Extremismij + β3Serviceij × Extremismij+

β4Challenger Serviceij + β5Challenger Extremismij+

β6Respondent Copartisan Statusij + β6Respondent Controlsi + εij

where Y represents the relevant dependent variable, the subscript i indexes respon-

dent, and the subscript j indexes the profile. In order to make the results gener-

alizable to the overall population, all results are calculated using survey weights.7

Finally, standard errors are clustered on respondent.8

3.3.1 Results

I begin the analysis by investigating the effects of constituency service and ide-

ological extremism on respondent perceptions of candidates. Table 3.3 presents the

results from a regression interacting ideological extremism with the performance of

high levels of service to predict the probability of a respondent rating the candidate

as competent, honest, or favorable. The results suggest that candidates who per-

form high levels of service are 49 percentage points more likely to be perceived as

competent, 28 percentage points more likely to be perceived as honest, and 43 per-

centage points more likely to be perceived as favorable than candidates who perform

low levels of service. In contrast to these large and positive effects, the coefficients

7In comparison to the American population, respondents are more white and highly educated
(U.S. Census Bureau 2017b). The partisanship breakdown of survey respondents is as follows:
Democrat: 35.8%, Republican: 24.3%, Independent: 30.6%, Other: 1.7%, Not Sure: 7.6%. See
Tables in Section C.3 of the Appendix for a more detailed breakdown.

8Clustering on respondent-candidate pairing does not substantively change results. Because
clustering on respondent is the more conservative option, that is what I present here.
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on “Extreme” are negative and close to zero. The only significant coefficient is for

favorability - extreme candidates are 6 percentage points less likely to be perceived

as favorable in comparison to moderate candidates. Finally, the interaction term is

always close to zero and never significant. This result suggests that while service has

high positive benefits, extremists do not benefit significantly more than moderates

from such behaviors.

Table 3.3: The Effect of Constituency Service and Ideology on Measures of Support

Competence Honesty Favorability

High Levels of Service 0.49∗∗ 0.28∗∗ 0.43∗∗

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
Extreme 0.02 0.00 −0.06∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
High Levels of Service x Extreme −0.04 −0.01 0.01

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03)

Observations 3,968 3,967 3,970
R2 0.29 0.12 0.27

Note: Entries are linear regression coefficients with standard errors (clustered on
respondent) in parentheses. All regressions include controls for challenger levels
of service, challenger extremism, and respondent characteristics. ∗∗p < 0.05,
∗p < 0.10.

Table 3.4 subsets the results by copartisan status, revealing interesting hetero-

geneity. Panel A presents results for copartisans, and Panel B presents results for

non-copartisans. First, the magnitude of the coefficients on “High Levels of Service”

is always lower among non-copartisans, although both are always large, positive, and

significant. Second, copartisans and non-copartisans alike rate incumbents as signifi-

cantly less favorable when they are labeled as extreme, with coefficients of -0.08 and

-0.04 respectively. The interaction of service and ideology, however, presents impor-

tant differences between the two groups. Copartisans rate extremists as 16 percentage

points more favorable when they perform higher levels of service. This result indi-
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cates that copartisan constituents do in fact value when extremists perform locally

oriented activities above and beyond when moderates do so, and points to service as

a potentially useful strategy for extremists looking to boost support in core areas.9

Non-copartisans, in contrast, rate helpful extremists as significantly less competent,

honest, and favorable than helpful moderates for performing the same levels of case-

work. It may be the case that non-copartisans do not view themselves as benefiting

from the additional help, or would prefer to have a less active representative if they

are going to be an extreme member of the opposite party.

I now turn to analyzing how the benefits of service vary by ideology when it comes

to constituent vote choice. To do so, I estimate the interaction effect of extremism

and the level of service performed on a respondent selecting a candidate. In this

case, a positive estimate on the interaction term would suggest that performing high

levels of services increases the likelihood that a respondent will select an extremist

candidate to represent them in Congress in comparison to a moderate candidate.

The results from these regressions are displayed in Table 3.5. The coefficients on

“High Levels of Service” are once again large, positive, and significant. Additionally,

the coefficients on “Extreme” are negative and significant among all respondents and

among non-copartisans. Non-copartisan respondents are 11 percentage points less

likely to select an extremist to represent them in Congress in comparison to a mod-

erate candidate. Finally, the coefficients on the interaction term are relatively small

and never significant, suggesting that additional service does not make respondents

significantly more likely to select an extremist candidate any more than it does for

a moderate candidate. Overall, these results suggest that constituency service does

9This table is re-created using the five point measure in Table C.5. While the coefficient on
“High Levels of Service x Extreme” remains positive and significant for copartisans when predicting
favorability, the coefficients are no longer statistically significant for non-copartisans.
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Table 3.4: The Effect of Constituency Service and Ideology on Measures of Support
by Copartisan Status

Competence Honesty Favorability
Panel A. Copartisans

High Levels of Service 0.50∗∗ 0.30∗∗ 0.43∗∗
(0.04) (0.05) (0.05)

Extreme −0.00 −0.01 −0.08∗∗
(0.03) (0.04) (0.03)

High Levels of Service x Extreme 0.04 0.07 0.16∗∗
(0.05) (0.05) (0.05)

Observations 1,560 1,558 1,559
R2 0.35 0.15 0.33

Panel B. Non-Copartisans

High Levels of Service 0.48∗∗ 0.25∗∗ 0.42∗∗
(0.03) (0.04) (0.04)

Extreme 0.03 0.01 −0.04∗
(0.03) (0.03) (0.02)

High Levels of Service x Extreme −0.09∗∗ −0.07∗ −0.08∗
(0.04) (0.04) (0.04)

Observations 2,408 2,409 2,411
R2 0.25 0.10 0.22

Note: Entries are linear regression coefficients with standard errors (clustered on
respondent) in parentheses. All regressions include controls for challenger levels
of service, challenger extremism, and respondent characteristics. ∗∗p < 0.05,
∗p < 0.10.
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not provide outsize benefits to extremist candidates when it comes to vote choice.

Instead, the main benefits appear to be in terms of impressions of favorability among

existing supporters.

Table 3.5: The Effect of Constituency Service and Ideology on Candidate Choice

Candidate Choice (0/1)
All Respondents Copartisans Non-Copartisans

High Levels of Service 0.34∗∗ 0.36∗∗ 0.33∗∗

(0.03) (0.04) (0.04)
Extreme −0.07∗∗ 0.01 −0.11∗∗

(0.03) (0.04) (0.04)
High Levels of Service x Extreme 0.01 0.07 −0.03

(0.05) (0.07) (0.06)

Observations 3,902 1,550 2,352
R2 0.32 0.41 0.30

Note: Entries are linear regression coefficients with standard errors (clustered on respondent) in
parentheses. All regressions include controls for challenger levels of service, challenger extremism,
and respondent characteristics. ∗∗p < 0.05, ∗p < 0.10.

3.4 Conclusion

Politicians and political scientists alike have expressed concern over the demise of

ideological moderation since the 1990’s. While many possible explanations and solu-

tions have been put forth, much remains unknown regarding constituent preferences

for ideological extremism and how it relates to the many dimensions of representation

beyond policymaking. The results from this study reveal that while extreme Repub-

licans allocate less staff to the district than moderate Republicans, the differences

appear to be due to district characteristics. Additionally, extreme Democrats do not

appear to use staff differently than moderate Democrats.

Furthermore, the findings reveal that constituents do perceive the performance of

constituency service differently when the candidate is a moderate or an extremist.
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While extreme legislators experience a greater increase in favorability ratings than

moderates for performing constituency service among copartisan respondents, they

are penalized by non-copartisans. Future work should focus on understanding the

mechanism behind this result, and how it varies with other characteristics of the

legislator. However, it is important to note that the additional benefits and harms of

service are limited to perceptions of the candidate; constituents do not report being

more or less likely to vote for an extremist due to the performance of high levels of

constituency service.

While this study provides an initial look into the preferences of voters for the rela-

tionship between constituency service and ideological moderation, numerous questions

remain. For example, the design of this experiment relied on the use of constituency

testimonials, suggesting to the constituent that the representative has helped a fellow

member of the community. Despite the importance of a member’s reputation, we

know relatively little about how such information spreads throughout a congressional

district. More research needs to be done analyzing how information networks form in

congressional districts and how those networks then influence legislator behavior. Fur-

thermore, constituency service may be serving as a proxy for how “of the community”

a legislator is, suggesting a true preference for a form of descriptive representation as

opposed to service representation. Finally, future studies should focus on how these

preferences come into play when respondents are forced to choose between candidates

of different parties, simulating a general election more closely.
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A | Appendix to Senators at Home: Local
Attentiveness and Policy Representa-
tion in Congress

A.1 Additional Descriptive Statistics

Figure A.1: Total Trips Home by Democratic Senators
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Figure A.2: Total Trips Home by Republican Senators
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A.2 Predicting Selection into the Travel Data

Table A.1: Predictors of Reporting Per Diems

Reports Per Diems

(1) (2)

Member of Important Committee 0.005 -0.069
(0.050) (0.056)

Member of Majority Party -0.036 -0.020
(0.037) (0.039)

Committee Chair 0.126∗ 0.042
(0.074) (0.049)

Chamber Seniority -0.004 0.059
(0.005) (0.057)

Nokken-Poole Score 0.156 -0.034
(0.140) (0.215)

End of Term -0.098∗∗ -0.098∗∗
(0.036) (0.037)

Independent -0.099
(0.198)

Republican -0.101
(0.131)

Log State Square Miles 0.130∗∗
(0.026)

Year Fixed Effects X
Senator Fixed Effects X X
Observations 801 802

Entries are linear regression coefficients with standard errors
(clustered on senator) in parentheses. The dependent variable
is a binary indicator of whether the senator reports any per diems.
* indicates p < 0.10 and **p < 0.05 (two-tailed tests).
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A.3 Robustness Checks

A.3.1 Robustness of Tables 1 and 2
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Table A.2: Legislator Characteristics and Trips Home with Various Standard Errors

ln(Number of Trips to State)

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Previous General Election Vote Share 1.713∗∗ 1.442∗∗ 1.713∗∗ 1.442∗
(0.469) (0.480) (0.711) (0.746)

Seniority -0.015∗∗ -0.018∗∗ -0.015∗∗ -0.018∗∗
(0.004) (0.005) (0.006) (0.007)

Logged State Square Miles 0.149∗∗ 0.097∗ 0.149 0.097
(0.049) (0.055) (0.100) (0.108)

Logged State Population 0.023 0.044 0.023 0.044
(0.044) (0.044) (0.069) (0.071)

Far West -0.034 0.024 -0.034 0.024
(0.157) (0.152) (0.269) (0.251)

Midwest 0.055 0.073 0.055 0.073
(0.144) (0.146) (0.231) (0.233)

South -0.020 -0.050 -0.020 -0.050
(0.143) (0.155) (0.250) (0.259)

White -0.090 -0.090
(0.204) (0.167)

Female 0.036 0.036
(0.117) (0.216)

|DW-NOMINATE Score | 0.086 0.086
(0.283) (0.451)

Republican 0.192∗ 0.192
(0.116) (0.186)

End of Term -0.062 -0.062
(0.084) (0.051)

Majority -0.105 -0.105
(0.097) (0.091)

Chair 0.294∗∗ 0.294∗
(0.119) (0.155)

Power Committee -0.045 -0.045
(0.100) (0.138)

Constant 0.654 1.092 0.654 1.092
(0.918) (0.975) (1.702) (1.766)

Congress Fixed Effects X X X X
Robust Standard Errors X X
Standard Errors Clustered on State X X
R-Squared 0.09 0.12 0.09 0.12
Observations 393 393 393 393

The figure presents linear regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses.
The dependent variable is the logged number of trips that a senator makes home
in a given Congress. * indicates p < 0.10 and ** p < 0.05 (two tailed tests).
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Table A.3: The Relationship between Legislator Characteristics and Trips Home Including Distance
from Washington D.C.

ln(Number of Trips to State)

(1) (2)

Previous General Election Vote Share 1.759∗∗ 1.491∗∗
(0.683) (0.695)

Seniority -0.015∗∗ -0.018∗∗
(0.006) (0.007)

Logged State Square Miles 0.144∗ 0.100
(0.083) (0.090)

Logged State Population 0.028 0.045
(0.071) (0.076)

Distance from Washington D.C. (Miles) 0.000 0.000
(0.000) (0.000)

White -0.061
(0.301)

Female 0.040
(0.196)

|DW-NOMINATE Score | 0.061
(0.421)

Republican 0.181
(0.145)

End of Term -0.061
(0.066)

Majority -0.110
(0.091)

Chair 0.302∗∗
(0.142)

Power Committee -0.053
(0.137)

Constant 0.597 0.991
(1.602) (1.736)

Congress Fixed Effects X X
R-Squared 0.09 0.12
Observations 393 393

The figure presents linear regression coefficients with standard errors
(clustered on senator) in parentheses. The dependent variable is the logged
number of trips that a senator makes home in a given Congress.
* indicates p < 0.10 and ** p < 0.05 (two tailed tests).
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Table A.4: The Relationship between Legislator Characteristics and Trips Home

Total Number of Trips to State

(1) (2)

Previous General Election Vote Share 40.728∗∗ 28.524
(20.012) (19.546)

Seniority -0.565∗∗ -0.606∗∗
(0.154) (0.171)

Logged State Square Miles 2.693 0.150
(2.895) (3.036)

Logged State Population 0.012 0.822
(1.845) (1.972)

Far West -10.593 -8.320
(6.727) (6.574)

Midwest -5.217 -4.640
(6.290) (6.322)

South -9.576∗ -11.360∗
(5.665) (6.045)

White 1.715
(7.910)

Female 3.126
(4.453)

|DW-NOMINATE Score | 10.177
(11.937)

Republican 8.709∗
(4.768)

End of Term -2.495
(1.719)

Majority -0.929
(2.470)

Chair 6.297
(4.001)

Power Committee 1.396
(3.988)

Constant 3.941 14.947
(40.382) (42.291)

Congress Fixed Effects X X
R-Squared 0.11 0.16
Observations 393 393

The figure presents linear regression coefficients with standard errors (clustered on
senator) in parentheses. The dependent variable is the logged number of trips that
a senator makes home in a given Congress. * indicates p < 0.10 and ** p < 0.05
(two tailed tests).
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Table A.5: The Relationship between Legislator Characteristics and Staffer Allocation with Various
Standard Errors

Percentage of Staffers in Local Offices

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Previous General Election Vote Share -0.041 -0.061∗∗ -0.041 -0.061
(0.030) (0.031) (0.055) (0.054)

Seniority -0.001∗∗ -0.001∗∗ -0.001∗ -0.001∗
(0.000) (0.000) (0.001) (0.001)

Logged State Square Miles -0.001 -0.006∗ -0.001 -0.006
(0.003) (0.004) (0.008) (0.008)

Logged State Population 0.011∗∗ 0.016∗∗ 0.011 0.016∗∗
(0.004) (0.004) (0.008) (0.008)

Far West 0.006 0.013 0.006 0.013
(0.012) (0.012) (0.025) (0.024)

Midwest 0.002 0.002 0.002 0.002
(0.010) (0.009) (0.023) (0.022)

South -0.002 -0.010 -0.002 -0.010
(0.009) (0.008) (0.019) (0.018)

White 0.018∗∗ 0.018
(0.009) (0.013)

Female -0.021∗∗ -0.021
(0.007) (0.013)

|DW-NOMINATE Score | -0.037∗ -0.037
(0.020) (0.039)

Republican 0.029∗∗ 0.029∗∗
(0.006) (0.013)

Congress Before Election 0.002 0.002
(0.006) (0.003)

Majority -0.000 -0.000
(0.005) (0.006)

Chair 0.017∗ 0.017
(0.009) (0.012)

Power Committee -0.016∗∗ -0.016∗
(0.006) (0.009)

Constant 0.284∗∗ 0.274∗∗ 0.284∗∗ 0.274∗∗
(0.062) (0.062) (0.116) (0.114)

Congress Fixed Effects X X X X
Robust Standard Errors X X
Standard Errors Clustered on State X X
R-Squared 0.10 0.15 0.10 0.15
Observations 787 787 787 787

The figure presents linear regression coefficients with standard errors
shown in parentheses. The dependent variable is the percent of staff
placed in state offices. * indicates p < 0.10 and ** p < 0.05 (two tailed tests).
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Table A.6: The Relationship between Legislator Characteristics and Staffer Allocation Including
Distance from Washington D.C.

Percentage of Staffers in State Offices

(1) (2)

Previous General Election Vote Share -0.042 -0.058
(0.052) (0.052)

Seniority -0.001 -0.001
(0.001) (0.001)

Logged State Square Miles 0.002 -0.003
(0.007) (0.008)

Logged State Population 0.009 0.014∗
(0.007) (0.008)

Distance from Washington D.C. (Miles) -0.000 0.000
(0.000) (0.000)

White 0.017
(0.018)

Female -0.020
(0.014)

|DW-NOMINATE Score | -0.031
(0.034)

Republican 0.024∗∗
(0.012)

Congress Before Election 0.002
(0.003)

Majority 0.000
(0.006)

Chair 0.017
(0.012)

Power Committee -0.018∗∗
(0.009)

Constant 0.288∗∗ 0.274∗∗
(0.117) (0.121)

Congress Fixed Effects X X
R-Squared 0.10 0.14
Observations 787 787

The figure presents linear regression coefficients with standard errors (clustered on
senator) in parentheses. The dependent variable is the percent of staff placed in
state offices. * indicates p < 0.10 and ** p < 0.05 (two tailed tests).

109



A.3.2 Robustness of Tables 4 and 5

Table A.7: The Relationship between County Characteristics and Senator Travel Behavior using
Transportation Receipts

Any Visits (0/1) Logged Visits Total Visits

Core County 0.015 0.039 0.372
(0.011) (0.027) (0.348)

Swing County -0.000 -0.029 -0.382
(0.008) (0.022) (0.305)

Above Avg. Donations to Party 0.170∗∗ 0.406∗∗ 3.515∗∗
(0.018) (0.040) (0.578)

Log Population 0.083∗∗ 0.153∗∗ 1.020∗∗
(0.007) (0.016) (0.174)

Median Household Income -0.014∗∗ -0.018 -0.134
(0.005) (0.015) (0.136)

Percent White -0.070∗∗ -0.338∗∗ -4.413∗∗
(0.031) (0.099) (1.669)

Senator Level Controls X X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X
Senator Fixed Effects X X X
Observations 49144 49144 49144

Entries are linear regression coefficients with standard errors (clustered on senator) shown
in parentheses. The dependent variables are various transformations of the number
of visits a senator makes to cities in a county. * indicates p < 0.10 and ** p < 0.05
(two tailed tests).
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Table A.8: The Relationship between County Characteristics and Senator Travel Behavior using
Alternative Measures of Core and Swing

Any Visits (0/1) Logged Visits Total Visits

Greater than 55 Past 3 Elections 0.004 -0.003 -0.046
(0.010) (0.019) (0.147)

SD Party Vote Past 3 Elections -0.273∗∗ -0.267∗ -1.088
(0.138) (0.148) (0.755)

Above Avg. Donations to Party 0.143∗∗ 0.294∗∗ 1.527∗∗
(0.017) (0.032) (0.235)

Log Population 0.067∗∗ 0.106∗∗ 0.465∗∗
(0.006) (0.012) (0.083)

Median Household Income -0.010∗ -0.009 -0.012
(0.006) (0.012) (0.061)

Percent White -0.039 -0.072 -0.391
(0.033) (0.066) (0.398)

Senator Level Controls X X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X
Senator Fixed Effects X X X
Observations 49547 49547 49547

Entries are linear regression coefficients with standard errors (clustered on senator) shown
in parentheses. The dependent variables are various transformations of the number
of visits a senator makes to cities in a county. * indicates p < 0.10 and ** p < 0.05
(two tailed tests).
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Table A.9: The Relationship between County Characteristics and Senator Staffing Behavior Using
Alternative Measures of Core and Swing

Any Staff (0/1) Logged Pct. of Staff Pct. of Staff

Greater than 55 Past 3 Elections 0.011∗∗ 0.036∗∗ 0.335∗∗
(0.005) (0.011) (0.081)

SD Party Vote Past 3 Elections 0.030 0.075 0.634∗
(0.022) (0.053) (0.379)

Above Avg. Donations to Party 0.191∗∗ 0.435∗∗ 2.149∗∗
(0.013) (0.027) (0.153)

Log Population 0.057∗∗ 0.117∗∗ 0.517∗∗
(0.006) (0.015) (0.075)

Median Household Income -0.030∗∗ -0.062∗∗ -0.293∗∗
(0.003) (0.007) (0.046)

Percent White -0.042∗∗ -0.165∗∗ -1.439∗∗
(0.021) (0.048) (0.267)

Senator Level Controls X X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X
Senator Fixed Effects X X X
Observations 78471 78471 78471

Entries are linear regression coefficients with standard errors (clustered on senator) shown
in parentheses. The dependent variables are various transformations of the percentage of
staff located in a county. * indicates p < 0.10 and ** p < 0.05 (two tailed tests).
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A.3.3 Robustness of Policy Disagreement and Visits Results

(a) Binary Measure of Visits (b) Logged Measure of Visits

(c) Raw Measure of Visits

Figure A.3: The Marginal Effects of Visits on Approval, Excluding Senators Reporting
Zero Per Diems

Note: This figure shows linear marginal effects with fixed effects using different measures of local
visits. The models include senator-county and party-year fixed effects, with standard errors clustered
on senator. The dependent variable is a binary indicator of constituent approval.
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(a) Binary Measure of Visits (b) Logged Measure of Visits

(c) Raw Measure of Visits

Figure A.4: The Relationship between Trips Home, Policy Representation, and Ap-
proval in States with More than 10 Counties

Note: This figure shows linear marginal effects with fixed effects using different measures of local
visits. The models include senator-county and party-year fixed effects, with standard errors clustered
on senator. The dependent variable is a binary indicator of constituent approval.
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(a) Binary Measure of Visits (b) Logged Measure of Visits

(c) Raw Measure of Visits

Figure A.5: The Relationship between Trips Home, Policy Representation, and Ap-
proval, Excluding Maryland and Virginia

Note: This figure shows linear marginal effects with fixed effects using different measures of local
visits. The models include senator-county and party-year fixed effects, with standard errors clustered
on senator. The dependent variable is a binary indicator of constituent approval.
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Figure A.6: The Relationship between Visits, Policy Representation, and Approval
Controlling for Any Visits

Note: This figure shows linear marginal effects with fixed effects. The model includes senator-county
and party-year fixed effects, with standard errors clustered on senator. The dependent variable is a
binary indicator of constituent approval.
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(a) Binary Measure of Visits (b) Logged Measure of Visits

(c) Raw Measure of Visits

Figure A.7: The Relationship between Trips Home, Policy Representation, and Ap-
proval, Using Transportation Receipts

Note: This figure shows linear marginal effects with fixed effects using different measures of local
visits. The models include senator-county and party-year fixed effects, with standard errors clustered
on senator. The dependent variable is a binary indicator of constituent approval.
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Figure A.8: Placebo Test

Note: The figure presents linear regression coefficients with standard errors clustered
on senator. Horizontal lines are the 90% and 95% confidence intervals associated with
the estimated effects. The vertical dashed line is the null hypothesis of no effect.

118



A.3.4 Robustness of Policy Disagreement and Staff Results

(a) Binary Measure of Staff (b) Logged Measure of Staff

(c) Raw Measure of Staff

Figure A.9: The Marginal Effects of Staff Allocation on Approval

Note: This figure shows linear marginal effects with fixed effects using different measures of local
staff. The models include senator-county and party-year fixed effects, with standard errors clustered
on senator. The dependent variable is a binary indicator of constituent approval.
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(a) Binary Measure of Visits (b) Logged Measure of Visits

(c) Raw Measure of Visits

Figure A.10: The Relationship between Staff Allocation, Policy Representation, and
Approval, Excluding Maryland and Virginia

Note: This figure shows linear marginal effects with fixed effects using different measures of local
staff. The models include senator-county and party-year fixed effects, with standard errors clustered
on senator. The dependent variable is a binary indicator of constituent approval.

120



B | Appendix to Where Do Senators Claim
Credit? An Investigation of Geogra-
phies in Senate Press Releases

B.1 Robustness of Table 2.1
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Table B.1: County Characteristics and U.S. Senator Local Mentions: Excluding Lo-
cations Mentioned in the First Two Words

Dependent Variable: ln(Mention + 1)

Credit Claiming Messages All Messages

(1) (2) (3) (4)

ln(Total Population + 1) 0.25∗∗ 0.24∗∗ 0.33∗∗ 0.32∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Core County −0.02 0.04∗∗ −0.03 0.03

(0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02)
Variability of County 0.03 −0.50 −0.10 −0.65

(0.40) (0.39) (0.50) (0.49)
Percent White −0.35∗∗ −0.33∗∗ −0.22∗∗ −0.21∗∗

(0.07) (0.07) (0.08) (0.08)
Median Family Income −0.00 −0.00 −0.00∗ −0.00∗∗

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

State Fixed Effects X X
Senator Fixed Effects X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X X
Observations 18,639 18,639 18,639 18,639
R2 0.46 0.56 0.48 0.56

Note: Estimates are coefficients from OLS regressions with state/senator and year
fixed effects. Senator-clustered standard errors are in parentheses. All regressions
include controls for senator chairmanship status, membership on important commit-
tees, majority party status, and election status, while regressions with state fixed
effects also control for party and seniority. ∗∗p < 0.05, ∗p < 0.10.
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Table B.2: County Characteristics and U.S. Senator Local Mentions: Alternative
Swing Measure

Dependent Variable: ln(Mention + 1)

Credit Claiming Messages All Messages

(1) (2) (3) (4)

ln(Total Population + 1) 0.26∗∗ 0.26∗∗ 0.35∗∗ 0.35∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Core County 0.01 0.06∗∗ −0.00 0.04

(0.03) (0.03) (0.04) (0.03)
Marginal County 0.03 0.02 0.02 0.01

(0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)
Percent White −0.44∗∗ −0.45∗∗ −0.39∗∗ −0.41∗∗

(0.07) (0.07) (0.08) (0.08)
Median Family Income 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

State Fixed Effects X X
Senator Fixed Effects X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X X
Observations 18,645 18,645 18,645 18,645
R2 0.47 0.58 0.51 0.59

Note: Estimates are coefficients from OLS regressions with state/senator and year
fixed effects. Senator-clustered standard errors are in parentheses. All regressions
include controls for senator chairmanship status, membership on important commit-
tees, majority party status, and election status, while regressions with state fixed
effects also control for party and seniority. ∗∗p < 0.05, ∗p < 0.10.
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Table B.3: County Characteristics and U.S. Senator Local Mentions: Binary Outcome

Dependent Variable: Any Mentions (0/1)

Credit Claiming Messages All Messages

(1) (2) (3) (4)

ln(Total Population + 1) 0.11∗∗ 0.11∗∗ 0.09∗∗ 0.09∗∗

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Core County −0.01 0.02∗ −0.01 0.01

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Variability of County −0.38∗ −0.67∗∗ −0.28 −0.48∗∗

(0.22) (0.22) (0.23) (0.22)
Percent White −0.03 −0.02 0.02 0.03

(0.05) (0.05) (0.04) (0.04)
Median Family Income −0.00 −0.00 −0.00 −0.00

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

State Fixed Effects X X
Senator Fixed Effects X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X X
Observations 18,639 18,639 18,639 18,639
R2 0.30 0.38 0.25 0.31

Note: Estimates are standardized coefficients from OLS regressions with
state/senator and year fixed effects. Senator-clustered standard errors are in paren-
theses. All regressions include controls for senator chairmanship status, member-
ship on important committees, majority party status, and election status, while
regressions with state fixed effects also control for party and seniority. ∗∗p < 0.05,
∗p < 0.10.
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Table B.4: County Characteristics and U.S. Senator Local Mentions: Controlling for
the Other Senator’s Mentions

Dependent Variable: ln(Mention + 1)

Credit Claiming Messages All Messages

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Other Senator’s ln(Mentions + 1) 0.14∗∗ 0.40∗∗ 0.26∗∗ 0.48∗∗

(0.05) (0.03) (0.04) (0.02)
ln(Total Population + 1) 0.22∗∗ 0.15∗∗ 0.26∗∗ 0.18∗∗

(0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01)
Core County −0.02 0.03∗ −0.04 0.03∗

(0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02)
Variability of County −0.03 −0.52 −0.27 −0.75∗∗

(0.39) (0.35) (0.39) (0.33)
Percent White −0.36∗∗ −0.24∗∗ −0.26∗∗ −0.17∗∗

(0.07) (0.07) (0.07) (0.07)
Median Family Income 0.00 −0.00 0.00 −0.00

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

State Fixed Effects X X
Senator Fixed Effects X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X X
Observations 18,639 18,639 18,639 18,639
R2 0.48 0.65 0.54 0.68

Note: Estimates are coefficients from OLS regressions with state/senator and year fixed effects.
Senator-clustered standard errors are in parentheses. All regressions include controls for senator
chairmanship status, membership on important committees, majority party status, and election
status, while regressions with state fixed effects also control for party and seniority. ∗∗p < 0.05,
∗p < 0.10.
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B.2 Robustness of Table 2.2

Table B.5: County Characteristics, Election Status, and U.S. Senator Local Mentions:
Binary Outcome

Dependent Variable: Any Mentions (0/1)

Credit Claiming Messages All Messages

(1) (2) (3) (4)

End of Term 0.06 −0.14 0.26 −0.09
(0.22) (0.19) (0.22) (0.16)

ln(Total Population + 1) 0.11∗∗ 0.11∗∗ 0.09∗∗ 0.09∗∗

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Core County −0.01 0.02∗ −0.02 0.00

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Variability of County −0.39∗ −0.79∗∗ −0.26 −0.52∗∗

(0.23) (0.22) (0.23) (0.23)
Percent White −0.02 −0.01 0.03 0.02

(0.05) (0.05) (0.04) (0.04)
Median Family Income −0.00 −0.00 −0.00 −0.00

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
ln(Total Population + 1) x End of Term −0.00 0.02 −0.02 0.00

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Core County x End of Term 0.00 −0.01 0.03 0.02

(0.04) (0.05) (0.03) (0.04)
Variability of County x End of Term −0.03 1.20∗ −0.43 0.39

(0.85) (0.63) (0.74) (0.58)
Percent White x End of Term −0.12 −0.06 −0.14 0.08

(0.16) (0.12) (0.14) (0.09)
Median Family Income x End of Term 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

State Fixed Effects X X
Senator Fixed Effects X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X X
Observations 18,639 18,639 18,639 18,639
R2 0.30 0.38 0.25 0.31

Note: Estimates are coefficients from OLS regressions with state/senator and year fixed effects.
Senator-clustered standard errors are in parentheses. All regressions include controls for senator
chairmanship status, membership on important committees, majority party status, and election
status, while regressions with state fixed effects also control for party and seniority. ∗∗p < 0.05,
∗p < 0.10.
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B.3 Robustness of Table 2.3

Table B.6: County Characteristics, Federal Grants, and U.S. Senator Local Mentions:
State Fixed Effects

Dependent Variable: ln(Mention + 1)

Time t-1 Time t

(1) (2) (3) (4)

ln(Grants + 1) 0.07∗∗ −0.21∗∗ 0.06∗∗ −0.23∗∗

(0.01) (0.06) (0.01) (0.06)
ln(Total Population + 1) 0.18∗∗ −0.16∗∗ 0.20∗∗ −0.14∗∗

(0.02) (0.06) (0.02) (0.05)
Core Couny −0.01 −0.14 −0.01 −0.22

(0.02) (0.15) (0.02) (0.16)
Variability of County 0.05 6.57∗∗ −0.00 6.55∗∗

(0.38) (3.05) (0.38) (3.09)
Percent White −0.26∗∗ −0.48 −0.28∗∗ −0.56

(0.08) (0.58) (0.08) (0.61)
Median Family Income 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
ln(Total Population + 1) x Grants 0.02∗∗ 0.02∗∗

(0.00) (0.00)
Core County x Grants 0.01 0.01

(0.01) (0.01)
Variability of County x Grants −0.44∗∗ −0.45∗∗

(0.20) (0.20)
Percent White x Grants 0.02 0.03

(0.04) (0.04)
Median Family Income x Grants −0.00 −0.00

(0.00) (0.00)

State Fixed Effects X X X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X X
Observations 18,615 18,615 18,615 18,615
R2 0.48 0.49 0.47 0.49

Note: Estimates are from OLS regressions with senator-clustered standard errors in paren-
theses. All regressions include controls for senator chairmanship status, membership on
important committees, majority party status, and election status, while regressions with
state fixed effects also control for party and seniority. ∗∗p < 0.05, ∗p < 0.10.
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Table B.7: County Characteristics, Federal Grants, and U.S. Senator Local Mentions:
Formula Grants

Dependent Variable: ln(Mention + 1)

Time t-1 Time t

(1) (2) (3) (4)

ln(Formula Grants + 1) 0.06∗∗ −0.33∗∗ 0.08∗∗ −0.28∗∗

(0.01) (0.09) (0.01) (0.09)
ln(Total Population + 1) 0.20∗∗ −0.27∗∗ 0.18∗∗ −0.27∗∗

(0.02) (0.08) (0.02) (0.08)
Core Couny 0.05∗∗ −0.27 0.05∗∗ −0.22

(0.02) (0.27) (0.02) (0.26)
Variability of County −0.77∗∗ 16.29∗∗ −0.81∗∗ 17.41∗∗

(0.35) (5.66) (0.35) (5.60)
Percent White −0.34∗∗ −2.29∗∗ −0.32∗∗ −2.04∗∗

(0.08) (0.90) (0.07) (0.90)
Median Family Income 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
ln(Total Population + 1) x Grants 0.03∗∗ 0.03∗∗

(0.00) (0.00)
Core County x Grants 0.02 0.02

(0.02) (0.02)
Variability of County x Grants −1.00∗∗ −1.07∗∗

(0.33) (0.32)
Percent White x Grants 0.12∗∗ 0.11∗∗

(0.05) (0.05)
Median Family Income x Grants −0.00 −0.00

(0.00) (0.00)

Senator Fixed Effects X X X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X X
Observations 18,615 18,615 18,615 18,615
R2 0.58 0.59 0.58 0.59

Note: Estimates are from OLS regressions with senator-clustered standard errors in paren-
theses. All regressions include controls for senator chairmanship status, membership on
important committees, majority party status, and election status, while regressions with
state fixed effects also control for party and seniority. ∗∗p < 0.05, ∗p < 0.10.
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Table B.8: County Characteristics, Federal Grants, and U.S. Senator Local Mentions:
Alternative Swing Measure

Dependent Variable: ln(Mention + 1)

Time t-1 Time t

(1) (2) (3) (4)

ln(Grants + 1) 0.07∗∗ −0.23∗∗ 0.06∗∗ −0.25∗∗

(0.01) (0.05) (0.01) (0.05)
ln(Total Population + 1) 0.18∗∗ −0.20∗∗ 0.19∗∗ −0.18∗∗

(0.02) (0.05) (0.02) (0.05)
Core Couny 0.06∗∗ −0.01 0.06∗∗ −0.14

(0.03) (0.21) (0.03) (0.19)
Marginal County 0.03 −0.00 0.03 −0.07

(0.02) (0.17) (0.02) (0.16)
Percent White −0.28∗∗ −0.55 −0.30∗∗ −0.53

(0.07) (0.54) (0.07) (0.56)
Median Family Income 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
ln(Total Population + 1) x Grants 0.02∗∗ 0.02∗∗

(0.00) (0.00)
Core County x Grants 0.00 0.01

(0.01) (0.01)
Marginal County x Grants 0.00 0.01

(0.01) (0.01)
Percent White x Grants 0.02 0.02

(0.04) (0.04)
Median Family Income x Grants −0.00 −0.00

(0.00) (0.00)

Senator Fixed Effects X X X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X X
Observations 18,621 18,621 18,621 18,621
R2 0.59 0.59 0.58 0.59

Note: Estimates are from OLS regressions with senator-clustered standard errors in paren-
theses. All regressions include controls for senator chairmanship status, membership on
important committees, majority party status, and election status, while regressions with
state fixed effects also control for party and seniority. ∗∗p < 0.05, ∗p < 0.10.
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Table B.9: County Characteristics, Federal Grants, and U.S. Senator Local Mentions:
Non-linear Measure of Grants

Dependent Variable: ln(Mention + 1)

Time t-1 Time t

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Above Median Grants 0.09∗∗ −0.97∗∗ 0.08∗∗ −0.96∗∗

(0.02) (0.21) (0.02) (0.21)
ln(Total Population + 1) 0.23∗∗ 0.16∗∗ 0.24∗∗ 0.17∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Core Couny 0.05∗∗ 0.03 0.05∗∗ 0.03

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Variability of County −0.66∗ 0.09 −0.67∗ 0.10

(0.36) (0.49) (0.36) (0.47)
Percent White −0.36∗∗ −0.22∗∗ −0.36∗∗ −0.24∗∗

(0.07) (0.09) (0.07) (0.09)
Median Family Income 0.00 −0.00 0.00 −0.00

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
ln(Total Population + 1) x Grants 0.11∗∗ 0.11∗∗

(0.02) (0.02)
Core County x Grants 0.02 0.02

(0.03) (0.03)
Variability of County x Grants −1.62∗∗ −1.65∗∗

(0.61) (0.55)
Percent White x Grants −0.10 −0.06

(0.11) (0.11)
Median Family Income x Grants 0.00 −0.00

(0.00) (0.00)

Senator Fixed Effects X X X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X X
Observations 18,615 18,615 18,615 18,615
R2 0.58 0.59 0.58 0.59

Note: Estimates are from OLS regressions with senator-clustered standard errors in paren-
theses. All regressions include controls for senator chairmanship status, membership on
important committees, majority party status, and election status, while regressions with
state fixed effects also control for party and seniority. ∗∗p < 0.05, ∗p < 0.10.
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Table B.10: County Characteristics, Federal Grants, and U.S. Senator Local Men-
tions: Number of Grants

Dependent Variable: ln(Mention + 1)

Time t-1 Time t

(1) (2) (3) (4)

ln(Number of Grants + 1) 0.14∗∗ −0.34∗∗ 0.16∗∗ −0.25∗

(0.02) (0.12) (0.02) (0.13)
ln(Total Population + 1) 0.18∗∗ 0.03 0.16∗∗ 0.04

(0.02) (0.04) (0.02) (0.04)
Core Couny 0.05∗∗ −0.04 0.05∗∗ −0.01

(0.02) (0.09) (0.02) (0.09)
Variability of County −0.54 2.74 −0.55 2.88

(0.35) (2.40) (0.35) (2.27)
Percent White −0.24∗∗ −0.54 −0.19∗∗ −0.54

(0.07) (0.35) (0.07) (0.34)
Median Family Income 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
ln(Total Population + 1) x Grants 0.04∗∗ 0.03∗∗

(0.01) (0.01)
Core County x Grants 0.02 0.01

(0.02) (0.02)
Variability of County x Grants −0.75 −0.79

(0.51) (0.50)
Percent White x Grants 0.08 0.08

(0.07) (0.07)
Median Family Income x Grants −0.00 −0.00

(0.00) (0.00)

Senator Fixed Effects X X X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X X
Observations 18,639 18,639 18,639 18,639
R2 0.59 0.60 0.59 0.60

Note: Estimates are from OLS regressions with senator-clustered standard errors in paren-
theses. All regressions include controls for senator chairmanship status, membership on
important committees, majority party status, and election status, while regressions with
state fixed effects also control for party and seniority. ∗∗p < 0.05, ∗p < 0.10.
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Table B.11: County Characteristics, Federal Grants, and U.S. Senator Local Men-
tions: Binary Outcome

Dependent Variable: Any Mentions (0/1)

Time t-1 Time t

(1) (2) (3) (4)

ln(Grants + 1) 0.02∗∗ 0.03 0.02∗∗ 0.02
(0.00) (0.03) (0.00) (0.03)

ln(Total Population + 1) 0.09∗∗ 0.08∗∗ 0.09∗∗ 0.09∗∗

(0.01) (0.04) (0.01) (0.03)
Core Couny 0.02∗∗ −0.14∗∗ 0.02∗∗ −0.16∗∗

(0.01) (0.07) (0.01) (0.06)
Variability of County −0.55∗∗ −0.06 −0.58∗∗ 0.32

(0.21) (1.43) (0.21) (1.21)
Percent White 0.02 −0.08 0.01 −0.20

(0.05) (0.27) (0.05) (0.25)
Median Family Income −0.00 0.00 −0.00 0.00

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
ln(Total Population + 1) x Grants 0.00 0.00

(0.00) (0.00)
Core County x Grants 0.01∗∗ 0.01∗∗

(0.00) (0.00)
Variability of County x Grants −0.04 −0.07

(0.10) (0.08)
Percent White x Grants 0.01 0.01

(0.02) (0.02)
Median Family Income x Grants −0.00 −0.00

(0.00) (0.00)

Senator Fixed Effects X X X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X X
Observations 18,615 18,615 18,615 18,615
R2 0.38 0.38 0.38 0.38

Note: Estimates are from OLS regressions with senator-clustered standard errors in paren-
theses. All regressions include controls for senator chairmanship status, membership on
important committees, majority party status, and election status, while regressions with
state fixed effects also control for party and seniority. ∗∗p < 0.05, ∗p < 0.10.
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B.4 Robustness of Table 2.4

Table B.12: The Impact of Local Mentions on Constituent Approval: Binary Measure
of Mentions

Dependent Variable: Constituent Approval (0/1)

Credit Claiming Messages All Messages

(1) (2)

Any Mentions 0.01 −0.01
(0.01) (0.02)

Copartisan 0.45∗∗ 0.45∗∗

(0.02) (0.02)
Chair 0.00 0.00

(0.02) (0.02)
Member of Important Committee −0.00 −0.00

(0.03) (0.03)
Member of Majority Party −0.02∗∗ −0.02∗∗

(0.01) (0.01)
|Nokken-Poole Score| 0.06 0.06

(0.06) (0.06)
Seniority −0.07∗∗ −0.07∗∗

(0.01) (0.01)
End of Term 0.03 0.03

(0.02) (0.02)

Senator-County Fixed Effects X X
Year Fixed Effects X X
Observations 91,277 91,277
R2 0.30 0.30

Note: Estimates are from OLS regressions with senator-county and year fixed effects. Senator-
clustered standard errors are in parentheses. Controls for senator chairmanship status, membership
on important committees, majority party status, seniority, and election status are included, along
with constituent race and gender. The unit of observation is the respondent-senator. ∗∗p < 0.05,
∗p < 0.10.
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B.5 Matching Place Names to Press Releases

In order to match locations to press releases, I took the following steps. First, I

downloaded a crosswalk from 2000 census places and county subdivisions to 2010 cen-

sus places and county subdivisions from https://www.census.gov/geographies/

reference-files/time-series/geo/relationship-files.html#par_list_1 and

deleted locations with identical names in the same state. I include all 2010 locations

as well as 2000 census locations that had a complete name change. If a county sub-

division and a place had the same name, I kept the place. Dropping duplicate names

is uniquely challenging for county subdivisions, which are given unique census ids

across counties. County subdivisions which cross multiple counties are dropped, as

it is impossible to know if they are the same unit or not. Future works should focus

on improving methods of matching so that more county subdivisions can be incorpo-

rated; as of right now, about 73.2 percent of all county subdivisions are included in

this analysis. However, because county subivisions were often designed to represent

prominent existing communities, I am less concerned about these being missing in

the data than incorporated places and counties.

Using this list, I looped through the press releases and pulled out each text that

mentions a location from a senator in that state. Next, I looped through the press

releases using a list of county names, once again pulling out same-state matches. In

order to determine if a press release was discussing a place or a county, I pulled out

the word after the location. If the following word was “county,” “borough,” or “parish,”

I kept the county or county equivalent. If these were not any of the following words, I

kept the county or county equivalent if the plural form of these words was mentioned

in the text. I make this assumption because it is often the case that press releases

will list groups of counties.
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After creating this list of county and subcounty matches, I delete locations that

are also senator first names, last names, and state names, unless it is a county name

followed by the word “county.” Additionally, I delete the following location names

as they are extremely prevalent in Senate press releases and are unlikely to be lo-

cations: Day, Will, Welcome, Hope, America, Time, Gap, Industry, Independent,

Independence, Israel, Congress, Time, Price, Lack, Bureau, Reading, Home, Success,

Grant, Fine, Western, Oil, Strong, Freedom, North, Will, Advance, Aid, Agency,

Duty, Equality, Liberty, China, President, Only, Center, May, Southern, College. I

exclude locations named Union if they appear after the words Soviet, European, or

consumer. I exclude locations named Bush if they appear before or after the words

president, administration, or George.

I then exclude words that do not appear capitalized in the press release. Similarly,

I exclude locations that are doubly matched, such as if Portland is matched to the

same press release as South Portland.

In order to validate this procedure, I performed two rounds of hand coding. On the

first round, I read through 150 randomly selected press releases and checked for false

positives, true positives, false negatives, and true negatives. This procedure yielded a

high accuracy rate, but because I went through and subsequently made adjustments

to the matching code I do not present it here. After making coding adjustments, I

read through another 200 randomly selected press releases by hand. The confusion

matrix for this set, which includes the average rates for each press release, is presented

below. The accuracy is 97.3, the precision is 99.4, and the recall is 95.2.
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Table B.13: Average Rates per Press Release

Positive Predicted Negative Predicted
Positive Actual 0.972 0.049
Negative Actual 0.006 0.994
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C | Appendix to The Helpful Extremist:
The Relationship Between Casework
and Ideology in Congress

C.1 Descriptive Graphs
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Figure C.1: The Relationship between District Staff and State Distance, Including
Alaska and Hawaii
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C.2 Constituency Service Testimonials

Republicans, Good Testimonials:

1. “We had been erroneously audited by the IRS for many years and we finally

decided to contact the congressman to advocate on our behalf. At first, we

were not sure if he could help. Fortunately, the congressman and his staff

immediately made it clear that they were more than willing to assist. The staff

was very knowledgeable, understood how to navigate the system, and certainly

had our best interest at heart.”

2. “For over a year, I had been working to resolve an issue related to my service

with the U.S. Army. After having a difficult time navigating the process, I

contacted the congressman’s office through his website. I received a response

from the District office shortly after submitting my request. Fortunately, the

congressman was able solve my issue in a very reasonable timeframe - I would

definitely contact them again if I needed help in the future.”

Democrats, Good Testimonials:

1. “The congressman and his staff took the time to investigate a very complicated

flood insurance issue and worked closely with government agencies to resolve

it as quickly as possible. Their efforts were ultimately successful and saved

the Condominium Association thousands of dollars. I am very grateful for

the accessibility of the Congressman and his staff and impressed by his strong

representation of constituents.”

2. “Last year, my Social Security check had stopped coming without warning and

I couldn’t figure out why. I called the congressman’s office for help, and he was
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able to get in touch with the IRS. It turned out they had incorrectly entered

the last two digits my Social Security number, leading me to be mistaken for

someone else. I would have never figured this out on my own and am very

grateful to the congressman for his help.”

Republicans, Bad Testimonials:

1. “I contacted the congressman’s district office for assistance with a claim for

veteran’s benefits I had submitted to the Department of Veterans Affairs. I

was hoping that they would be more active in the process and in helping me

navigate the bureaucracy, but it was difficult to get a response. Overall the

congressman was not much help.”

2. “The congressman and his staff were supposed to investigate a flood insurance

issue for my family. Unfortunately, their efforts were ultimately not successful.

I wish that the congressman and his staff were more accessible.”

Democrats, Bad Testimonials:

1. “After many months of working to resolve a complex Medicaid issue, I contacted

the congressman’s office for assistance. After my initial call to his office, I was

told that I would have to wait three weeks to meet with his staff. After about

two weeks, the congressman’s office contacted me again and said that they

would be unable to resolve the issue. Overall, I thought it was difficult to get

the office to call me back and listen to my problem.”

2. “I lost my job and was struggling to pay the mortgage on my home. I called the

congressman’s office for help to get more information on government programs,

but didn’t hear much back. It was a difficult process to navigate and it would

have been nice to have more help.”
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C.3 Experiment Summary Statistics

Table C.1: Summary Statistics, CCES Experiment, Weighted

Race Gender Education Age Partisanship

White: 69.5 Male: 48.4 No HS: 10.5 Under 18: 0 Democrat: 35.8
Hispanic: 10.1 Female: 51.6 High school: 27.8 18 to 34: 28.8 Republican: 24.3
Black: 12.4 Some college: 21.7 35 to 64: 50.3 Independent: 30.6
Mixed: 2.3 2-year: 10.7 65 and Over: 20.9 Other: 1.7
Asian: 3.8 4-year: 18.7 Not sure: 7.6
Other: 1.1 Post-grad: 10.6
Native: 0.6
American
Middle: 0.1
Eastern:

Table C.2: Summary Statistics, CCES Experiment Unweighted

Race Gender Education Age Partisanship

White: 67.6 Male: 43.3 No HS: 3.7 Under 18: 0 Democrat: 36.4
Hispanic: 13.4 Female: 56.7 High school: 29.5 18 to 34: 27.5 Republican: 23.8
Black: 12.2 Some college: 25.0 35 to 64: 52.8 Independent: 28.7
Mixed: 2.4 2-year: 11.6 65 and older 19.7 Other: 4.5
Asian: 2.3 4-year: 18.4 Not sure: 6.6
Other: 1.3 Post-grad: 11.8
Native: 0.7
American:
Middle: 0.1
Eastern:
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Table C.3: Summary Statistics, American Community Survey 2017 1-Year Estimates

Race Gender Education Age

White: 60.6 Male: 49.3 No HS: 12.0 Under 18: 22.6
Hispanic: 18.1 Female: 50.8 High school: 27.1 18 to 34 : 23.3
Black: 12.3 Some college: 28.9 35 to 64: 38.5
Mixed: 2.4 4-year: 19.7 65 and Over: 15.6
Asian: 5.5 Master’s Degree: 8.8
Other: 0.3 Professional School Degree: 2.1
Native American Doctorate Degree: 1.4
and Alaska Native
Alone: 0.7
Native Hawaiian
and Other Pacific
Islander Alone: 0.2

Table C.4: The Effect of Constituency Service and Ideology on Measures of Support,
5 Point Measures

Competence Honesty Favorability

High Levels of Service 1.45∗∗ 0.85∗∗ 1.21∗∗

(0.07) (0.08) (0.07)
Extreme −0.08 −0.07 −0.23∗∗

(0.06) (0.06) (0.06)
High Levels of Service x Extreme 0.01 0.00 0.06

(0.09) (0.08) (0.09)

Observations 3,467 2,991 3,664
R2 0.40 0.22 0.35

Note: Entries are linear regression coefficients with standard errors (clustered on
respondent) in parentheses. All regressions include controls for challenger levels
of service, challenger extremism, and respondent characteristics. ∗∗p < 0.05,
∗p < 0.10.
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Table C.5: The Effect of Constituency Service and Ideology on Measures of Support
by Copartisan Status, 5 Point Measure

Competence Honesty Favorability
Panel A. Copartisans

High Levels of Service 1.48∗∗ 0.89∗∗ 1.23∗∗
(0.11) (0.12) (0.11)

Extreme −0.07 −0.04 −0.23∗∗
(0.10) (0.11) (0.10)

High Levels of Service x Extreme 0.06 0.24∗ 0.25∗
(0.14) (0.14) (0.14)

Observations 1,383 1,187 1,468
R2 0.69 0.65 0.66

Panel B. Non-Copartisans

High Levels of Service 1.42∗∗ 0.84∗∗ 1.20∗∗
(0.08) (0.09) (0.09)

Extreme −0.08 −0.08 −0.23∗∗
(0.08) (0.08) (0.08)

High Levels of Service x Extreme −0.03 −0.16 −0.08
(0.11) (0.11) (0.11)

Observations 2,084 1,804 2,196
R2 0.63 0.57 0.61

Note: Entries are linear regression coefficients with standard errors (clustered on
respondent) in parentheses. All regressions include controls for challenger levels
of service, challenger extremism, and respondent characteristics. ∗∗p < 0.05,
∗p < 0.10.
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