
REASSESSING THE INCUMBENCY EFFECT

Incumbents in the U.S. House of Representatives have presumably
increased their vote percentages in recent decades, raising questions
about the efficacy of elections in making members responsive. The evi-
dence, however, indicates there has been no improvement in the elec-
toral fortunes of incumbents in the last 50 years. Only Republicans have
improved their electoral fortunes, as a result of realignment. This valu-
able book provides a very different interpretation of how incumbents have
fared in recent decades, and the interpretation is supported by nontech-
nical data analysis and presentation.
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Preface

It is widely presumed that, in recent decades, House incumbents have
been able to increase their vote percentages. Incumbents have always
had an advantage over challengers. The argument is that this advan-
tage has increased. The implications of this conclusion for democracy
are troubling. It raises issues about the fairness of elections and the
responsiveness of legislators. Incumbents may be able to exploit the
advantages of office, boost their vote percentages, and become more
electorally secure. That, in turn, may make them less responsive to
voters and changes in public opinion.

This book challenges the conclusion that the electoral fortunes of
incumbents have improved. It then presents an alternative interpre-
tation of the trends that have occurred. The argument of this book
is that the evidence presented to support this conclusion does not
hold up to reanalysis. Incumbents as a group have not experienced
an increase in their vote percentages. Other indicators of incumbent
fortunes, to be reviewed in later chapters, also do not support the
conclusion that is so often presented. Furthermore, the quantitative
statistical analyses of the incumbency effect that have been presented
to support the conclusion are fatally flawed.

Not only does the evidence of an increased incumbency effect fail
to hold up, but the focus on all incumbents leads us away from a
more relevant interpretation of change. There was change in the mid-
1960s, but it involved a significant and sustained improvement in the
fortunes of only Republican House members. The shift that took place
beginning in the 1960s can best be seen as reflecting a partisan secular
realignment helping Republican incumbents.

ix
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x preface

These very divergent conclusions – a general rise in the incum-
bency advantage versus it being only for one party – reflect very dif-
ferent understandings of partisanship in American politics. Much of
the increased incumbency effect interpretation is based on the con-
clusion that the partisan attachments of voters are declining. Incum-
bents are seen as reacting to and exploiting that change to create
more candidate-centered campaigns, in which the attachment is to
them and not to a party. The alternative interpretation presented
here suggests that the changes occurring in the 1960s and 1970s were
the beginning of a sustained secular realignment that has been par-
tisan in nature. Voters were sorting themselves out between the two
parties and not moving away from parties. The increased incumbency
effect argument assumes dealignment; however, it is really realignment
unfolding.

These alternative interpretations also involve very different nor-
mative implications. The conclusion that the incumbency effect is
increasing is accompanied by concerns that the increase is a result
of members exploiting public resources. They send too much mail to
their constituents, issue too many press releases, get too many paid
trips to their districts, and stick too many pork-barrel projects into
budget bills in Congress to please local constituents. They are also
raising too much in campaign funds, discouraging challengers, and
becoming too tied to contributors. The presumption is that represen-
tation is at risk. In stark contrast, if change reflects a partisan shift of
voters from one party to the other, then change might be seen as part
of a normal process of voters realigning their voting allegiances to
reflect altered preferences. Representation is not at risk but rather is
occurring through the process of voters moving to support the party
candidates seen as most desirable to them.

The first goal of this book is to prompt a reexamination of an
important conclusion about American elections. The analyses that
have been presented to support an increased incumbency effect con-
clusion have significant limitations and need to be reassessed. If prior
analyses do not hold up to scrutiny, the conclusion about an increased
incumbency effect needs to be discarded.

This is not to argue that, in any given year, incumbents do not have
an advantage versus challengers. As will be discussed later, incumbents
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preface xi

generally have greater visibility, more campaign funds, and access to
numerous public resources to promote themselves. Money and the
ability to engage in promotion matter, and always will. Incumbents
win at a high rate, and that has persisted. The issue is whether that
advantage has increased over time, which involves changes over time
and not situations within any given year.

The second goal of this book is to establish another view of the
changes that happened in the 1960s and generate additional research
to explain what happened. This analysis is only a start on more detailed
analyses. We need research that focuses on why Republicans made
such gains in 1966 and why they maintained those gains in subsequent
elections. This analysis outlines the nature of the partisan change that
occurred in recent decades and suggests where we need to concentrate
our attention.

The analysis is far from exhaustive in explaining the shifts that
occurred. It presents the need for a reassessment and provides an
alternative framework, but finding out exactly why and how change
happened when it did will require more detailed analyses. The last
chapter explores the issues that will require further analysis. While
the analysis is by no means complete, the first step is to change how
the patterns of recent decades are seen. If that can be achieved, then
research efforts will eventually tell us what happened. The hope is that
this book prompts that first step.

THE PLAN OF THE BOOK

The book is organized into three main sections. Chapters 1 and 2
introduce the issue, the presumed change, its significance, and the
development of a consensus about an increased incumbency effect.
The second section involves a reexamination of the data, with a focus
on whether the data justify the conclusions reached. If the conven-
tional wisdom is to be reassessed, there has to be a basis for discarding
the conclusion that there has been an increase. Chapter 3 reconsid-
ers the much-discussed vote percentage of incumbents from 1946 to
2006. Chapter 4 examines the net ability of incumbents to increase
their vote percentages over their careers, and then Chapter 5 assesses
the retirement slump.
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xii preface

While there has not been a general increase in the fortunes of
incumbents in recent decades, something did happen in the mid-
1960s. The explanation presented here is that the change that did
occur involved only Republicans. This alternative explanation of
change is introduced in Chapter 6, which focuses on the long-term,
gradual changes in the fortunes of the parties. Then Chapter 7 applies
that framework to reinterpret the trends that have received so much
attention. Chapter 8 addresses the implications of the results of our
assessment of American politics.

Finally, many may still wonder how an explanation that stresses parti-
san shifts over time can coexist with several analyses that seem to rather
convincingly demonstrate that the incumbency effect increased from
the 1950s until now. Some of the analyses that indicate an increasing
incumbency effect or an increasing retirement slump are fairly compli-
cated, quantitative, and deserve more detailed analyses. Appendix A
examines, in some detail, changes in the retirement slump indicator,
and Appendix B reviews the Gelman-King analysis; these appendices
are intended for those who would like a more extensive analysis of the
limits of these efforts to track changes in the incumbency effect.
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