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taking such conditions into account. When this is done, the estimated effect of 
quality is lower and, more to the point, has clearly declined across the last four 
decades.47 When campaign spending is also taken into account (high quality 
challengers raise and spend more money than the others), the estimated effect 
of elective office experience per se is even smaller and, in the last two decades, 
almost negligible. Again, the electoral importance of a candidate characteristic 
has decreased as party loyalty has grown. 

The diminishing impact of the personal vote has made it increasingly dif-
ficult for candidates to win elections against a district’s partisan grain. The evi-
dence is in Figure 5-17. For this analysis, a district’s partisan leanings are defined 
by the current or, for midterms, most recent presidential vote. Districts in which 
the presidential vote is at least 2 percentage points greater than the national aver-
age are considered leaning toward the president’s party; districts in which the 
presidential vote is at least two percentage points lower than that average are 
considered leaning toward the other party; the rest are considered neutral. The 
proportion of House seats held by candidates of the “wrong” party has obviously 
declined, most notably among Democrats. Note the large drop between 1992 and 
1994; the Republicans’ historic victory in 1994 derived mainly from district elec-
torates voting for Congress as they had for years been voting for president, espe-
cially in the South. Note also the gains Democrats achieved in 2006 and 2008 left 
them defending a surfeit of Republican-leaning seats (58 by this measure), leaving 
them vulnerable to a contrary national tide in 2010; two-thirds of the Republican 
pickups in 2010 occurred in such districts.48 

These data point to another important consequence of the increase in par-
tisan electoral coherence: it has benefited Republicans more than Democrats. 
Republicans have enjoyed a structural advantage over the entire post-war period 

Table 5-1  Candidate Effects in U.S. House Elections, 1972–2010 (by decade)

1970s 1980s 1990s 2000s

Incumbency Advantage
“Slurge” 7.1 8.1 5.8 5.2
Gelman-King index 10.4 10.8 8.7 6.5
High-spending challenger 3.3 3.1 3.6 3.6
Low-spending challenger 9.3 10.4 8.0 5.7

Challenger Quality Effect
No controls 8.3 7.4 8.6 8.8
Controls, except spending 3.8 3.6 2.7 1.7
Controls, including spending 1.5 1.4 0.6 0.5

Source: Compiled by author.

Note: Entries are estimated differences in vote share for candidates in each category; computation of 
coefficients is described in 47; high-spending challengers are defined as those spending $500,000 or 
more in 2010 dollars; the rest are considered low spenders. 


