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for incoming freshmen about the time they should expect to dedicate to raising 
money. Figure 4-1 displays a slide from the PowerPoint presentation these new 
members received. The DCCC prescribed a ten-hour day for members while 
they are in Washington, D.C. Out of each day, four hours should be spent on 
“call time” and another hour set aside for “strategic outreach,” which includes 
fund-raising as well as media relations. By comparison, three to four hours are 
set aside for doing the regular work of Congress, including hearings, votes, and 
meetings with constituents. A subsequent slide specified that members should 
expect to devote three hours for fund-raising out of every eight-hour work day 
while they are in their districts during congressional recesses. Former repre-
sentative Tom Periello, D-Va., commented that the time the DCCC recom-
mended for fund-raising may even be “low balling the figure so as not to scare 
the new members too much.”15 To be sure, fund-raising practices vary; mem-
bers from safe districts often raise less money than their party committees 
request. There is no question, however, that fund-raising puts intense year-
round pressure on members’ daily schedules.16

Campaign Finance Regulations 
The regulation of campaign finance in the United States is a dauntingly com-
plicated subject. Congress’s regulatory efforts have led to a proliferation of 
entities, many with the sole purpose of raising and spending money in political 
campaigns, each with its own rules and regulations. In addition, campaign 
finance law in the United States has been greatly complicated by a variety of 
Supreme Court rulings. In the landmark case of Buckley v. Valeo (1976),17 the 
Supreme Court held that campaign contributions and spending are free speech 

Source: Ryan Grim and Sabrina Siddiqui, “Call Time for Congress Shows How Fundraising Dominates Bleak 
Work,” Huffington Post, politics blog, January 8, 2013, www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/01/08/call-time- 
congressional-fudraising_n_2427291.html?ncid=edlinkusaolp00000003.

FIGURE 4-1 � The Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee’s 
Recommended Daily Schedule for New Members, 2013

 4 hours	 Call Time

 1–2 hours	 Constituent Visits

 2 hours	 Committee/Floor

 1 hour	 Strategic Outreach
		  Breakfasts, Meet & Greets, Press

 1 hour	 Recharge Time
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FIGURE 4-2 � Average Campaign Expenditures for Incumbents, Challengers,  
and Open-Seat Candidates: House and Senate, 1974–2014

Sources: Federal Election Commission (FEC) figures for campaigns are compiled in Norman J. Ornstein, Thomas E. 
Mann, Michael J. Malbin, Andrew Rubb, and Raffaela Wakeman, Vital Statistics on Congress (Washington, DC: 
Brookings, 2014).
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registered to vote (three times greater than those aged fifty and older).75 Turnout 
among young Americans in the 2014 midterms was estimated at 22.2 percent.76

A second explanation stresses legal barriers to voting. Only about 70 per-
cent of the voting age population are registered to vote. Many democracies 
automatically register all adults; some even require that people vote. By con-
trast, U.S. citizens must take the initiative to register and vote. The National 
Voter Registration Act of 1993 (the so-called Motor Voter law) aimed to 
increase citizens’ access to voter registration by, among other things, requiring 
states to offer voter registration as an option when citizens apply for a driver’s 
license. Registration of eligible voters soon rose about 3.8 percent nationwide, 
but voting levels failed to climb—especially among the young and the poor, the 
targets of the measure.77

Other disincentives can be blamed on electoral arrangements. U.S. citizens 
are asked to vote far more often than are voters in parliamentary regimes; and 
elections are held on weekdays, not on weekends or national holidays. A num-
ber of states and localities have modernized their election procedures, making it 
easier to register and vote. Absentee balloting and vote by mail have become 
more common. Some states permit ballots to be submitted over a period of time. 
Oregon citizens may even vote by telephone. In recent years, however, lawmak-
ers in many states have raised new barriers through voter ID requirements—
such as photo IDs or proof-of-citizenship papers.78 Although passed under the 

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Statistical Abstract of the United States: 2001 (Washington, DC: U.S. 
Government Printing Office, 2001), Table 418; Michael P. McDonald, United States Elections Project, http://
www.electproject.org. 

FIGURE 4-3  Turnout in Presidential and Congressional Elections, 1946–2014
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Source: Data from Washington Post, “Exit Polls,” http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/special/
politics/2014-midterms/exit-polls/.

Notes: Percentages based on Democratic, Republican, and other (not shown) votes. Data based on 
questionnaires completed by voters leaving polling places around the nation on election day, 2014. 

FIGURE 4-4 � Who Were the Voters in 2014?

Percentage 
of voters
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51 Women 51 47
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2 Other
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overly sophisticated calculation for the average voter, but even if only a relatively 
small portion of the electorate follows this logic it can have a sizable impact on 
electoral outcomes. Balance theory helps explain why the shift against the presi-
dent’s party in midterm elections is typically larger than one would expect based 
on presidents’ approval ratings or based on the “surge and decline” thesis.99

All three schools of thought—“surge and decline,” referendum theory, and 
balance theory—can shed light on such dramatic midterm outcomes as the 
Democrats’ 1974 post-Watergate bonus of forty-eight representatives and five 
senators, the Democrats’ retaking of House and Senate majorities in 2006, and 
the Republicans’ gain of sixty-three representatives and six senators in 2010.

TABLE 4-1 � Seats in Congress Gained or Lost by the President’s 
Party in Presidential Election Years, 1932–2012

Seats gained or lost

Year	 President	 House	 Senate

1932	 Franklin D. Roosevelt (D)	 +90	 +9
1936	 Roosevelt (D)	 +12	 +7
1940	 Roosevelt (D)	 +7	 –3
1944	 Roosevelt (D)	 +24	 –2
1948	 Harry S. Truman (D)	 +75	 +9
1952	 Dwight D. Eisenhower (R)	 +22	 +1
1956	 Eisenhower (R)	 –2	 –1
1960	 John F. Kennedy (D)	 –22	 +2
1964	 Lyndon B. Johnson (D)	 +37	 +1
1968	 Richard M. Nixon (R)	 +5	 +6
1972	 Nixon (R)	 +12	 –2
1976	 Jimmy Carter (D)	 +1	 0
1980	 Ronald Reagan (R)	 +34	 +12
1984	 Reagan (R)	 +14	 –2
1988	 George H. W. Bush (R)	 –2	 0
1992	 Bill Clinton (D)	 –10	 0
1996	 Clinton (D)	 –9	 –2
2000	 George W. Bush (R)	 –3	 –4
2004	 Bush (R)	 +3	 +4
2008	 Barack Obama (D)	 +21	 +8
2012	 Obama (D)	 +8	 +2
Average 			    
  seats gained  
  (21 elections)		  +15.1	 +2.1

Source:  Compiled by the authors.
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The Appeal of Candidates
“My theory on politics is ultimately that people vote for the person they like 
most,” declared former senator David Pryor, D-Ark. (1979–1997).100 Apart 
from partisan loyalties, the appeal of given candidates is the strongest force in 
congressional voting. Not surprisingly, candidate appeal normally tilts toward 

TABLE 4-2  Midterm Fortunes of Presidential Parties, 1934–2014

Seats gained or lost

Year	 President	 House	 Senate

1934	 Franklin D. Roosevelt (D)	 +9	 +10
1938	 Roosevelt (D)	 −71	 −6
1942	 Roosevelt (D)	 −45	 −9
1946	 Roosevelt and Harry S. Truman (D)	 −55	 −12
1950	 Truman (D)	 −29	 −6
1954	 Dwight D. Eisenhower (R)	 −18	 −1
1958	 Eisenhower (R)	 −47	 −13
1962	 John F. Kennedy (D)	 −5	 +3
1966	 Lyndon B. Johnson (D)	 −47	 −4
1970	 Richard M. Nixon (R)	 −12	 +3
1974	 Nixon and Gerald R. Ford (R)	 −48	 −5
1978	 Jimmy Carter (D)	 −15	 −3
1982	 Ronald Reagan (R)	 −26	 +1
1986	 Reagan (R)	 −5	 −8
1990	 George H. W. Bush (R)	 −7	 −1
1994	 Bill Clinton (D)	 −54	 −10
1998	 Clinton (D)	 +4	 0
2002	 George W. Bush (R)	 +8	 +1
2006	 Bush (R)	 −31	 −6
2010	 Obama (D)	 −63	 −6

2014	 Obama (D)	 −13	 −9
Average 			    
  seats lost  
  (21 elections)		  −27.1	 −3.9

Sources: CQ Press Electronic Library, Vital Statistics on American Politics Online Edition, Table 
1-17. Originally published in Harold W. Stanley and Richard G. Niemi, eds., Vital Statistics on 
American Politics, 2009–2010 (Washington, DC: CQ Press, 2009). Each entry is the difference 
between the number of seats held by the president’s party at the start of Congress after the 
midterm election and the number of seats held by that party at the start of Congress after the 
preceding general election. Special elections that shifted partisan seat totals between 
elections are not noted. 
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