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minimum the responsibility of the latter to their pretended constituents,
and placed the real power in the hands of the election agencies and their

managers, who, on pretence of helping bewildered public opinion, thus
became its masters.?°

At the local level, many American election campaigns look and
work much like the campaigns of a generation ago. The slickest
form of campaign technology in the average race for a seat in a
county or state legislature may be the leaflet or the yard sign. But
the higher the office and the larger the constituency—and, not
coincidentally, the more money there is to spend—the more likely
it is thar campaigners will rely upon the distinctive technologies of
modern electioneering: systematic polling, telephone banks, direct
mail, and, above all, television.

Television emerged as a major social force in the United States
during the 1950s. At the beginning of the decade, less than one
American household in ten owned a television; by the end of the
decade almost nine in ten did, and average television viewing
exceeded five hours per day. Public responses to periodic surveys,
summarized in Figures 12.7 and 12.8, suggest that in the early
1960s television surpassed newspapers both as the most important
source of ‘news about what’s going on in the world today’ and as
the most ‘believable’ news medium. By the 1980s the percentage of
the public who would ‘be most inclined to believe’ television
reports in the case of a conflict was about twice as large as the
percentage who would ‘be most inclined to believe’ newspaper
reports.

Politicians and broadcasters alike were quick to seize upon the
electoral potential of the new medium. The presidential election of
1952 saw the first television coverage of the parties’ nominating
convention, as well as other campaign news and candidate-spon-
sored television advertising. Television and radio advertising
together accounted for about 30 per cent of each presidential
candidate’s general election campaign costs in 1952, with the
fraction increasing to about 50 per cent by 1968.2'

The pre-eminence of the mass media in modern presidential
campaign strategy was highlighted in 1976, when new financial
regulations drastically reduced the major candidates’ general elec-
tion campaign budgets. Jimmy Carter was allowed to spend about
half as much as George McGovern had in 1972; Gerald Ford was
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allowed to spend only about a third as much as Richard Nixon
had in 1972. Nevertheless, both candidates managed, by drastically
cutting their expenditures on everything from field staffs and local
headquarters to campaign buttons and bumper stickers, to spend
about as much as their predecessors had on television and radio
advertising.

What have been the political effects of the rise of television,
survey research, direct mail, and other new campaign technologies?
One effect, recognized early on by academic analysts, is that
political influence has gravitated toward the professional specialists
who control these technologies.22

Since many of the new technologies have evolved primarily in
the commercial realm, the result has been a transfer of power from
the professional political operatives who managed the canvassing
activities of traditional party organizations to the professional
pollsters, marketing specialists, and advertisers who have applied
the same new technologies to sell soap, cars, and beer. That fact in
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rates and by the increasing prominence of Political Action Commit-
tee (PAC) money in congressional election campaigns.

The role of PACs is to channel contributions from organized
interest groups such as corporations, unions, professional associa-
tions, and ideological groups. The total number of PACs increased
from about 600 in 1974 to more than 4,000 by 1986, while total
PAC contributions have grown from about $130 million in 1975-6
to $350 million in 19878 (in 1988 dollars). About 40 per cent of
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these contributions are to congressional candidates, with most of 160 |- Campalgn expendiures Campaign expendires
the rest going to candidates for state and local offices. | 140 |
PACs are prominent targets for campaign reform in part because
the ‘special interest” groups that fund them are themselves objects 120 -
of considerable popular mistrust. What is more, PAC contributions 100

lack any appearance of principled political consistency because
they are so overwhelmingly directed to incumbents of any and all
stripes. In House races in 1988, incumbents took in eight PAC
dollars for every one contributed to their challengers. And, as
Figure 12.6 illustrates, the growing disparity in PAC contributions
in recent years has been largely responsible for the fact that
congressional incumbents now typically spend twice or three times
as much on their campaigns as challengers do on theirs.

It is not entirely clear how much this growing disparity has
contributed to the increasing security of incumbent Congressmen.
Different studies provide somewhat different estimates of the impact
of campaign spending in congressional elections.'® They do agree
that challengers’ spending tends to be more productive than that of
incumbents, presumably because many challengers are so unknown
that they have much to gain simply by publicizing their existence.
But this advantage seems far from sufficient to overcome the
incumbents’ advantage in PAC receipts, especially as it is the sort of
advantage that tends, by its very nature, to disappear in races where
the challenger manages to mount a serious campaign.

In any case, the most important function of incumbent fund-
raising may be to dissuade serious challengers from entering the
race in the first place. When the average incumbent Congressman
running for re-election raises almost $400,000 and the average
incumbent senator running for re-election raises almost
$4,000,000, it is not suprising that many prospective challengers
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Senate elections, 1978—1988 (in 1988 § millions)

prefer to wait for death, resignation, or indictment to create a more
level playing field.

It seems likely that any system of congressional campaign finance
that provided more money to challengers would thereby make
congressional elections more competitive. The most obvious
remaining hurdle to reform is that any such system would have to
be legislated into existence by the same incumbent Congressmen
who are the main beneficiaries of the current system.

Campaign Technology

The interposition of third persons between the people and its numerous
representatives, the selection of whom it did but ratify, reduced to a
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presidential candidates together in recent general elections does not
seem extravagant.

What does seem problematic is a system in which very wealthy
contributors dominate the campaign fund-raising process. The role
of big contributors was still relatively minor in the early 1960s, but
increased markedly in 1972, when contributions of $10,000 or
more amounted to more than $50 million (in 1972 dollars),
including more than $2 million from one wealthy insurance
executive. ’

The increasing cost of modern campaigns had already prompted
some congressional efforts to control campaign expenses. But the
sudden prominence of huge individual contributions, and especially
vivid Watergate era revelations about Nixon’s White House oper-
atives strong-arming corporations for bags of cash, produced new
and irresistible public support for reform. The Democratic majority
in Congress was more than happy to produce an alternative system,
in no small part because Democratic candidates had been outspent
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by about two to one by their Republican opponents in each of the
three most recent presidential campaigns. '

There were two key innovations in the post-Watergate system of
campaign finance. First, individuals are prohibited from contribut-
ing more than $1,000 to any one candidate in an election cycle or
more than $20,000 to all candidates, groups, and parties per
calendar year. (These limitations are held not to violate contribu-
tors’ freedom of speech because they do not prohibit additional
‘uncoordinated’ spending in support of favoured positions or
candidates). As a result, it is now impossible for a few very wealthy
contributors to bankroll a candidate’s campaign. Instead, candi-
dates must attract numerous smaller contributions, both by partici-
pating in endless rounds of fund-raising dinners and cocktail parties
and by organizing sophisticated direct mail solicitations.

The second key innovation in the post-Watergate system is that
it offers public funds—albeit to presidential candidates only—in
exchange for ‘voluntary’ adherence to expenditure limits. Before
the nominating conventions, candidates who demonstrate ‘serious-
ness’ by raising $5,000 in relatively small contributions ($250 or
less) in each of twenty states are eligible for public matching funds
on a dollar-to-dollar basis, if they are willing to abide by overall
and state-by-state expenditure limits. Since 1976, every major
primary candidate but one (John Connally in 1980) has accepted
expenditure limits in exchange for public matching of private
contributions in the pre-convention campaign.

Every major party nominee since 1976 has accepted additional
public funding for the general election campaign. These grants are
equal for both parties and fixed in advance (but adjusted for
inflation in each election cycle, so that in 1992 each nominee will
get about $55 million, plus allowances for convention and account-
ing costs). The cost to the candidates of receiving these public
funds is that they must limit their campaign expenditures to the
same fixed amount. There are some loopholes—for example,
presidential candidates can and do raise money for other candi-
dates’ campaigns, and they can and do benefit from uncoordinated
expenditures by ‘independent’ individuals and groups—but the
system has generally been considered effective.

With presidential elections off the agenda, recent efforts to
reform campaign finance have focused on Congress. The impetus
for teform has recently been refuelled by revelations of favours for
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TABLE 12.1. Regression results for models of presidential election
outcomes

Explanatory variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Intercept —6.48 -15.36 -—265 -1.67
. ' (4.49) (6.08) (1.75) (2.93)
Election year income change (%) 4.80 0 3.18 2.71
(1.40) (—) .59 .98
Three-year income change (%) 0 3.06 ( 0 ) ( 0 !
] (=) (.77) (=) =)
Pre-convention poll margin (%) 0 0 369 410
‘ (—) (—) { .060) 100
Campaign spending (In odds) 0 0 9.12 ( 0 )
(—) (=) (2.29) )
Standard error of regression 8.46 8.08 3.00 5.08
Adjusted R-squared 52 .65 94 :83
Number of observations (years) 1t 9 11 11

(48-88) (52-84) (48-88) (48-88)

?\{ote: In each case, the dependent variable is the incumben
victory (+) or defeat (—) in percentage points.
percentage change in real disposable income
election to the year of the election.
percentage change in real disposa

_ t party's margin of
‘Election year income change® is the
per capita from the year before the
“Three-yeat income change® is the compounded

ble income per capita in th
: : ¢ year before the
election, the election year, and the year after the election. ‘Pre-convention poll

margin’ is the incumbent party candidate's percentage poi i i
_ : : point margin (+ or —) in the
last pre-convention Gallup poll. ‘Campaign spending’ is the natural log of the ratio

of incumbent spending to chailenger s i
) t pending. Standard crrors of pa
estimates are in parentheses. parametet

electoral incentives will tend to be in relatively close accord with
voters’ long-run economic interests.

What is the electorate’s time horizon? Th
less than definitive, but they are su
elections from 1952 to 1984, the incumbent party’s margin of
Yictory or defeat was positively related not only to income changes
in the election year (the most common specification), but also to
income changes in the years just before and—even more telling—
just after the election year. As a comparison of Models 1 and 2 in
Table 12.1 shows, compounded changes in income over these three
years account for election outcomes evén better than election year
changes alone. (The analysis of Model 2 is based on the nine
elections for which three-year income data are available; but the

e data on this point are
ggestive. In the nine presidential
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specification in Model 1 produces essentially similar results for this
subset of elections as for the entire post-war era.) Since conditions
in these three years taken together encompass most of what a
reasonable observer could plausibly associate with the economic
policy of the current incumbent, this result suggests that the
American electorate is actually rather less myopic than politicians
and analysts alike seem to believe.

Money

The stronghold of the general interest, the State, was invaded on all sides
by money. The corporations bought legislation, ‘protection,’ and favours
of every kind, wholesale and retail; rich men bought seats in the highest
legislative assembly more or less disguisedly, obtained seats in the Cabinet,
ambassadorships. It seemed as if nothing could resist the well-fifled purse,
thar money was king in the Republic.

Money has always played an uncomfortable role in democratic
politics. When citizens are free to attempt to influence their rulers,
it seems inevitable that, whereas some will bring to bear time and
effort and others eloquence and influence, still others will prefer to
pay cash. Almost alone among Western democracies the United
States has treated campaign spending as a protected form of
political expression; this consitutional nicety has forced American
reformers to invent elaborate, indirect, and incomplete controls on
the role of money in campaigns, and their record of success has
been correspondingly mixed.

The sheer amount of money spent in election campaigns has
troubled some observers, but that concern seems overblown. After
all, as V. O. Key observed long ago,'” ‘The aggregate expended in
the year of a presidential election may seem huge, yet it probably
does not exceed the total of the annual advertising bills of the
principal soap companies.” Moreover, although campaign costs
escalated markedly with the rise of television and other expensive
new campaign technologies in the 1950s and 1960s, Figure 12.5'*
suggests that presidential campaign costs were still much lower in
real terms (and allowing for the increasing size of the electorate) at
their peak in 1972 than in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. Certainly, the dollar or so per voter spent by both
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inter-party politics remains an organized and predictable affair by
comparison with the real disorganization and unpredictability of
politics without party labels. The last generation has certainly seen
a secular—and presumably permanent—increase in the relative
salience of candidates in American politics. But what is surprising
in light of this change is not that partisan loyalties have become so
weak, but that they have remained so strong.

Pocketbook Voting

Of all races in an advanced stage of civilization, the American is the least
accessible to long views. . . . Always and everywhere in 2 hurry to get rich,
he does not give a thought to remote consequences; he sees only present

advantages. . .. He does not remember, he does not feel, he lives in a
materialist dream. '?

Politicians have long recognized that incumbents tend to fare well
when economic conditions are good and poorly when economic
conditions are bad. There was more than rationalization in Richard
Nixon's account of the 1960 presidential campaign: ‘In October,
usually a month of rising employment, the jobless rolls increased
by 452,000. All the speeches, television broadcasts, and precinct
work in the world could not counteract that one hard fact."?

The contribution of recent scholarly work ' has been to specify
the magnitude and regularity of the impact of economic conditions
on electoral politics. Indeed, the relationship between economic
conditions and election outcomes is by now one of the best
documented relationships in the whole field of American politics.

Figure 12.4 illustrates the most familiar version of the relation-
ship between economic conditions and election outcomes. The
figure graphs the incumbent party’s margin of victory or defeat in
each of the last eleven presidential elections (measured on the left-
hand scale) and the percentage change in real disposable income
per capita in each election year (measured on the right-hand scale).
The correlation between income changes and incumbent margins
is far from perfect—the standard error of the linear regression
reported as Model 1 in Table 12.1 is 8.5 percentage points—but it
is clear that economic conditions have had a significant elecioral
impact. By this estimate (the more elaborate analysis by Markus in
1988 produced a similar estimate), every 1 per cent change in real

incumbent party vote margin (%) &——@
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income has translated into a change of 4.8 points in expected vote
margin. Thus, for the incumbent party’s presidential candidate, the
difference between a boom year (4 per cent income growth) and a
recession year (no real income growth) is the difference between a
possible landslide and a likely defeat.

Should this strong connection between economic conditions and
election outcomes be reassuring or disconcerting from the perspec-
tive of democratic theory? The answer to this question hinges in
large part upon a matter of timing. It is customary for analysts to
measure economic conditions in the election year against the
conditions of the immediately preceding year. But if the voter ‘sees
only present advantages’, as this formulation suggests, then, as
Tufte warned,'® ‘There is a bias toward policies with immediate
highly visible benefits and deferred hidden costs—myopic policies
for myopic voters.” Conversely, if voters evaluate incumbent parties
on the basis of their cumulative performance in office, then

Change in real disposable income per head (%) O— =0
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cific candidates and events rather than to any permanent collapse
of the ‘traditional partisan regime’.

The corresponding trend for elections to the House of Represen-
tatives, also illustrated in Figure 12.2, tells a somewhat different
story. Here there has been a more sustained decline in party voting,
mostly attributable to the fact that incumbent representatives of
both parties have been increasingly successful in appealing to
voters across party lines. Even here, however, it would be a mistake
to lose sight of the continuing significance of party identification,
which is evident both from the impact of partisanship in recent
congressional elections in Figure 12.2 and from the fact that more
than 70 per cent of the voters in recent congressional elections have
continued to vote in accordance with broader partisan loyalties.

Another way ta illustrate the continuing influence of partisanship
in American elections is to contrast the continuity and predictabil-
ity of general election coalitions with the fluidity of coalitions in
nominating campaigns, where the organizing influence of parties is
truly absent. Following a lead of Key,'' Figure 12.3 illustrates the
relationship between states’ general election votes (Figure 12.3(a))
and primary or caucus votes (Figure 12.3(b)) for the Democratic
presidential candidates in 1984 and 1988, Walter Mondale and
Michael Dukakis.

Except in the District of Columbia, Mondale's general election
vote percentage varied in a fairly narrow range (from 25 to 50 per
cent) and Dukakis’s varied in a similarly narrow range (from 30 to
55 per cent). Moreover, the continuity of support for the two
candidates was very considerable, as evidenced by the strong
correlation between the outcomes in each state in the two elections.

The primary and caucus results in Figure 12.3(b) present a very
different picture. Each candidate’s support varied from less than §
per cent in some states to more than 60 per cent in others. (Dukakis
garnered more than 60 per cent of the primary vote in many more
states than Mondale did, because most of his opponents dropped
out of the race carlier in the primary season). But what is even
more significant is that there is almost no correlation—positive or
negative—between Mondale’s support in 1984 and Dukakis's in
1988. Without the organizing influence of party labels, each

candidate had to build his supporting coalition from scratch. .

The comparison in Figure 12.3 suggests quite vividly that,
whatever real decline American political parties may have seen,
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