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Mayhew: The Electoral 

Connection
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• What is the primary assumption Mayhew makes about 

members of Congress (MCs)?

• What about policy goals? Do those matter too?

• Two models of electoral accountability:

– Collective accountability

– Individual accountability

• Which model describes Mayhew’s observations?

The Electoral Connection
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• MCs have a strong incentive to cultivate a personal 

vote

• MCs have three main methods for building a personal 

vote

• Political Advertising

• Credit-Claiming

• Position-Taking

The Electoral Connection
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• How does Mayhew define advertising? 

• “It helps a congressman to be known. In the main, 

recognition carries a positive valence; to be perceived 

at all is to be perceived favorably.”

• MCs utilize franking privileges, including town halls, 

mailers, social media, etc.

• MCs are able to use their status and position to gain 

publicity for their advertising 

Political Advertising
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Source: https://www.sacbee.com/opinion/editorials/article111139287.html

Getting Your Name Out There!

https://www.sacbee.com/opinion/editorials/article111139287.html
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Data source: https://conservativevirginia.com/rep-connolly-abuses-franking-privilege/

It’s Extra Sweet When You Get to Use Taxpayer Money!

https://conservativevirginia.com/rep-connolly-abuses-franking-privilege/
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• How does Mayhew define position-taking? 

• “Public enunciation of a judgmental statement on 

anything likely to be of interest to political actors. This 

statement may take the form of a roll call vote.”

• What is an example of position-taking in Congress?

• Are these policy or valence positions?

Position-Taking
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Manchin Position-Taking

Video link: https://youtu.be/xIJORBRpOPM

https://youtu.be/xIJORBRpOPM
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Manchin Position-Taking… 6 Years Later!

Video link: https://youtu.be/oYdAk2XEifA

https://youtu.be/oYdAk2XEifA
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Position-Taking Can Be Opportunistic!

Source: https://www.latimes.com/politics/la-pol-ca-feinstein-death-penalty-20180523-story.html

https://www.latimes.com/politics/la-pol-ca-feinstein-death-penalty-20180523-story.html
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• “Defined here as acting so as to generate a belief in a 

relative political actor (or actors) that one is personally 

responsible for causing the government to do something 

that the actor (or actors) considers desirable”

• The focus is on an individual MC’s ability to provide a 

particularized benefit

• Particularized benefits are those to a particular group or 

geographic area where the benefit is distributed.

– Examples?

Credit-Claiming
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Voters Want Me, Fish Fear Me

Video link: https://youtu.be/-XLGxxWBeGI

https://youtu.be/-XLGxxWBeGI
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Hey, Another Montana Ad

Video link: https://youtu.be/M8iDwD7e05s

https://youtu.be/M8iDwD7e05s
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• The credit-claiming must be credible in order to work in 

the MC’s favor

• Why might a benefit that is not particularized not be 

credible for credit-claiming?

• Can we think of an example?

Credit-Claiming (cont.)
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The Incumbency Advantage
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House Incumbents Win Reelection at Very High Rates
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So Do Senators, But There Is More Variation
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House Incumbents Tend to Win By a Lot
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But Senate Races Tend to Be Closer
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Source: Gallup

Puzzle: Congressional Job Approval is Low
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• Despite disapproving of Congress, Americans tend to 

like their own representatives

• Incumbency confers benefits to the incumbent:

– Name recognition

– Ability to scare off high quality opponents

– Can deliver pork or other indirect benefits to constituents

• These combine to create what we call the 

“incumbency advantage”

• Why do you think congressional races are so 

uncompetitive?

Incumbency
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Source: http://www.thecrosstab.com/2017/07/08/congress-nationalized/

The Incumbency Advantage is Declining
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Source: http://www.thecrosstab.com/2017/07/08/congress-nationalized/

The Incumbency Advantage is Declining
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Source: https://fivethirtyeight.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/12/27/as-swing-districts-dwindle-can-a-divided-house-stand/?_r=1

… But Fewer House Races Are Competitive

https://fivethirtyeight.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/12/27/as-swing-districts-dwindle-can-a-divided-house-stand/?_r=1
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Data source: Demos

…And a Decline In Senate Race Competition!
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• Wait a minute, something doesn’t add up…

• I just told you:

– Congress is very unpopular

– The incumbency advantage is declining

• But:

– Congressional elections are getting less competitive

– The incumbency rate remains high

• Can someone explain this mystery to me?

The Puzzle of Incumbency
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Source: Jacobson (2019)
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The Nationalization of 

Campaigns
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There  are four conditions that must be met for the Electoral 

Connection model to hold:

1. Ambition: MCs must desire reelection

2. Autonomy: MCs must be able to run for reelection and 

run their own campaigns

3. Responsiveness: MCs can bring benefits to constituents 

via advertising, credit-claiming, and position-taking.

4. Accountability: voters (principals) must be able to 

sanction MCs (agents) when they are unpopular

The Conditions for the Electoral Connection Model
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• Collective accountability is extremely diminished in 

Mayhew’s vision of American politics

• Which political scientist do you think is right?

A Unique Slice of History
“Modern democracy is unthinkable save in terms of political 
parties” - E.E. Schattschneider (1942)

“No theoretical treatment of the United States Congress that
posits parties as analytic units will go very far.” – David Mayhew 
(1974)
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• Do we think the Electoral Connection model holds 

today?

• Politics are very different than in the period Mayhew 

describes (50s-70s)

• Many political scientists argue that the politics Mayhew 

observed are historically atypical

• In fact, in the 19th century (prior to the secret ballot and 

other progressive reforms), collective accountability not 

individual accountability was the norm. 

Does Mayhew Hold Up?
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Mayhew’s Congressional Parties Are Historically De-polarized

Source: https://www.vox.com/cards/congressional-dysfunction/what-is-political-polarization
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The Congressional Parties No Longer Ideologically 
Overlap

Source: http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/06/12/polarized-politics-in-congress-began-in-the-1970s-and-has-been-getting-worse-ever-since/
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Congressional Races Are More Nationalized & Partisan
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Source: Jacobson (2019)

House Races Are Very Nationalized
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Source: Jacobson (2019)
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• In the coming weeks we will examine alternate models for 

MC behavior

• We can see that party matters more than it used to

• This doesn’t mean that Mayhew was totally wrong --

legislators are clearly motivated by reelection

– Think about Joe Manchin trying to advertise, position-

take, and credit claim against his own party’s leaders

• But it does mean that Mayhew’s vision isn’t the whole story

So Now What?
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Q&A


