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and change its policymaking or the people would realize its mistake and vote in 
a more ideologically compatible Congress. Another possibility would be a system 
in equilibrium due to forces beyond public opinion. For instance, the persistent 
influence of money on politics could permanently skew congressional policymak-
ing away from the trajectory preferred by public opinion.

One way to estimate the ideological match between Congress and the public 
is to compare voters’ ideological ratings of their recently elected representative 
with their personal ideological preferences. Relevant data from several elections, 
available from the National Election Studies and Cooperative Congressional 
Election Study (CCES), is displayed in Table 4-2. For several Congresses, 
approximately the same percentage of voters see themselves as more liberal than 
the member they just elected as see themselves as more conservative. This balance 
indicates that at least perceptually, Congress has tended to be somewhat more 
liberal than the views of voters who rate their member ideologically. In most years 
slightly more saw their member as too liberal than as too conservative. Offsetting 
this, however, the people with greatest difficulty sorting out the parties in abstract 
ideological terms tend to be less educated and vote Democratic. Even though they 
tend to be silent on the exact ideological position of their representative, we can 
presume that they still know their political interests. 

In one comparison of the House and the public, Bafumi and Herron see 
evidence of “leapfrogging” that works as follows. If the electorate sees Congress 
as too liberal (or conservative) it corrects by selecting a Congress that is more 
conservative (liberal) than itself. We see some evidence of this sort of behavior 
in Table 4-2. The 2006 (Democratic) wave election is the one exception (in the 
table) where the electorate saw itself as to the left of the House. In the 2010 
(Republican) wave election, we see the electorate seeing itself as to the right of the 
House to a greater degree than usual.23

House-Senate Differences in Representation
The framers of the Constitution intended the Senate to be an elite chamber, 
isolated from the popular demands on the House. Regardless of how well or 

Table 4-2  Voters’ Perceptions of the Ideology of Their Representative

Percentage who see their representative as . . . 1990 1994 1998 2002 2006 2010

More conservative than themselves 37 34 36 39 49 33
Similar to themselves 21 26 20 16   5 24
More liberal than themselves 42 41 43 45 46 43

Source: 1990–2002: NES survey data. 2006, 2010: CCES Survey data. Based solely on respondents 
who rate themselves and their newly elected Congress member on the same ideological scale. 
Proportion in the middle category (giving themselves and the representative the same rating) for 2006 
is not comparable to the other because of differences in the ratings scales used: 1–100 in 2006, and 1–7 
in other years. 


