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We investigate the connection between legislative parties and election outcomes, focusing on ideological party brand
names that inform voters. If the source of information conveyed by brand names is the party’s aggregate roll-call
record, then changes in legislative party membership should influence election returns. We formalize the argument
with an expected utility model of voting and derive district-level hypotheses, which we test on U.S. House elections
from 1952 to 2000. We test alternative specifications that vary with respect to the specificity of voter information
and find that party positions and heterogeneity both affect vote share independently of incumbents’ positions. The
results provide modest support for the expected utility model but nevertheless suggest that Congress is an important
source of the public’s beliefs about the parties, and this effect is clearest for challengers, rather than incumbents,
who run under the party’s label.

P
olitical scientists and democratic theorists have
long been concerned with understanding the
role of parties as intermediaries between the

people and their representatives. Decades ago, Stokes
and Miller asked whether a necessary condition in
the theory of responsible party government was satis-
fied: ‘‘To what extent do public reactions to the legis-
lative records of the major parties influence voter’s
choices among party candidates . . . ?’’ (1962, 531).
They concluded that legislative parties and voters
are disconnected for two reasons. First, it is difficult
to attribute any record of accomplishment to legis-
lative parties that are a ‘‘cacophony of blocs and
individuals’’ (545).1 Second, voters lack the necessary
knowledge about political affairs to make informed
decisions.

While acknowledging the two problems identi-
fied by Stokes and Miller, a growing body of rational
choice theorizing rooted in Downs’ (1957) seminal
work argues that the importance of parties is as the
producers of brand names (Aldrich 1995; Cox and
McCubbins 1993; Kiewiet and McCubbins 1991;

Snyder and Ting 2002, 2003). These theories effec-
tively turn the Stokes and Miller logic on its head: the
lack of perfect information on the part of voters does
not necessarily impede the connection between con-
gressional parties and the electorate. Rather, it pro-
vides the basis for a linkage: uninformed voters use
party labels as informational shortcuts, and it is the
congressional parties who produce the information in
party labels through their legislative activities.

How well does the proposition that parties
produce ideological brand names hold up under
empirical scrutiny? In this paper, we derive and test
the implications of a model of party labels at the level
of district election returns. Our analysis is an im-
portant contribution for at least three reasons. First,
to our knowledge, no empirical tests have been
carried out directly on electoral data. Tests of party
label theories grounded in models of expected utility
have thus far relied on indirect evidence.2 Snyder and
Ting (2003) provide a test in terms of strategic
retirements while Grynaviski (2006) derives and tests
implications for party identification.3
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1Later scholarship on congressional elections continued to reflect this candidate-centered view (Cain, Ferejohn, and Fiorina 1987,
Fenno 1978, Jacobson 1997).

2One of the reasons for the lack of direct individual-level tests is the fact that the American National Election Studies does not ask
respondents about their perceptions of each party’s ideological cohesiveness—key variables of the model.

3Earlier work by Cox and McCubbins (1993) is even more indirect. They showed there is a party-specific component of the electoral
fortunes of incumbents, but they do not show how such partisan tides are related to the party brand name or even to the behavior of the
parties in the legislatures.

823



Second, in order to properly test whether party
labels are meaningful linkages between legislative
parties and the electorate, it is critical that we
examine whether aggregate voting behavior responds
to actual congressional behavior. While individual-
level analysis of voting is important, it is insufficient
for drawing conclusions about the informational role
of party labels. For one, observing individual-level
behavior consistent with the use of party labels does
not guarantee that we will observe behavior consis-
tent with its use in the aggregate.4 For another, the
theories suggest that the parties themselves should
care much more about how well their candidates do
(and hence aggregate voting behavior) than about
what individual voters do.5 Furthermore, party lead-
ers have incentives to shape their parties’ brand
names through congressional activity only if voters
are responsive to those activities (as opposed to per-
ceptions arising from voters’ observations of activity
external to the legislature).

Third, research on political behavior suggests that
partisan cues are important for individual-level vot-
ing decisions (Conover and Feldman 1989; Rahn
1993) but party stereotypes are treated as exogenous.
That is, this line of existing research fails to inves-
tigate the institutional sources of voters’ beliefs about
the parties and therefore misses an important link
between elite and mass behavior.

Under alternative assumptions about the nature
of party brand names, our empirical analysis finds
some support for the proposition that voters, in the
aggregate, use party labels as informational shortcuts
about the ideological positions of candidates. When
we assume that voters only have information about
the two national parties, we find mixed support for
our formally derived hypotheses. However, when we
refine the theory and investigate the possibility that
voters may be better informed about subsets of
parties (i.e., Southern Democrats) or individual
incumbents than the national parties, our compar-
isons show that a combined model using both
challenger party labels and incumbent-specific infor-
mation best explains the data. This model also out-
performs a purely incumbent-centered model in
which aggregate party information is ignored. Over-

all, the data provides modest, but not overwhelming,
support for the kind of voter decision making under
uncertainty that models of party brand names assume.

Nevertheless, our results provide new and im-
portant insights about the relationship between con-
gressional parties and the electorate. We find that
congressional election returns vary systematically
with the relative positions and heterogeneity between
the parties’ memberships, as revealed through roll-
call voting. Party labels therefore reflect not only the
left-right ordering of Democratic and Republican
candidates but also variation in party membership,
which suggests that party brand names are not im-
mutable stereotypes but have congressional origins.
Our findings also suggest that a party’s brand name
provides the most benefit to challengers rather than
incumbents that run under it. Political leaders there-
fore have good reasons to be concerned about their
parties’ public images, but those reasons do not appear
to include helping incumbents achieve reelection.

Information and Party Labels

Political scientists widely recognize Downs’s An
Economic Theory of Democracy for popularizing the
use of spatial models for the study of elections, yet it
is sometimes overlooked that the very reason that
parties compete in terms of ideological platforms is
because voters are uncertain and have limited in-
formation. Downs introduced the idea that parties
produce brand names:

Under these conditions, many a voter finds party
ideologies useful because they remove the necessity of
his relating every issue to his own philosophy . . . With
this short cut a voter can save himself the cost of being
informed upon a wider range of issues. (1957, p. 98,
emphasis added)

For Downs, parties are organized teams, but the
fact that legislators are individualistic, as noted by
Stokes and Miller and emphasized by Mayhew
(1974), poses a problem for any theory of political
parties.6

Taking into consideration the individualistic
nature of political candidates, Snyder and Ting
(2002, 2003) develop a rigorous model of parties as
producers of brand names in an environment where
voters cannot observe an individual candidate’s

4This micro-macro discrepancy is emphasized, for example, by
Erikson, Mackuen, and Stimson (2002).

5Stated somewhat differently, although we derive the electoral
implications of party labels from a decision-theoretic model,
when the behavior of party leaders in shaping their parties’ labels
is of interest, voter decision making is embedded in a larger game
theoretic model (Snyder and Ting 2002, 2003). In such models, it
is the aggregate behavior of voters that is of interest to the parties.

6See Krehbiel (1993) for a similar critique and Aldrich (1995) for
an explanation of how parties overcome collective action prob-
lems induced by individualism.
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position but instead observe the parties’ platform
decision and candidates’ party affiliation decisions.
The intuition behind the argument is straightfor-
ward. To the extent that voters care about the
ideological or policy positions of individual repre-
sentatives but face uncertainty about the specific
views and stances of the individual candidates, then
a party brand name provides a natural shortcut be-
cause it conveys information about the set of candi-
dates that run under it.7 Snyder and Ting prove that
the informativeness of party brand names arises
endogenously because in equilibrium, parties choose
distinct platforms and candidates of different ideo-
logical persuasions sort themselves into distinct parties.

The argument that party brand names provide
ideological shortcuts rests not only on rational choice
theorizing but is also grounded in empirically based
knowledge about political psychology and behavior.
First, a number of scholars have shown that citizens
use heuristics, shortcuts, or inference processes to
compensate for their lack of specific information
(Brady and Sniderman 1985; Lupia 1994; Lupia and
McCubbins 1998, Popkin 1991). Indeed, the use of
partisan cues and inference about candidates from
knowledge about parties has been well-documented
(Conover and Feldman 1989; Lodge and Hamill
1986; Rahn 1993). Second, even if voters cannot
recall specific facts about legislative politics, they may
nevertheless form evaluations or impressions through
on-line processing (Lodge, McGraw, and Stroh 1989)
or similar updating processes (Achen 1992; Gerber
and Green 1997; Fiorina 1981). This literature is
silent, however, about whether those impressions are
grounded in institutional activity.

What kind of information does a party label
convey? If voters are concerned about the ideological
positions of candidates but face uncertainty about
actual candidate locations, then an appropriate repre-
sentation of that uncertainty is to think of a candi-
date’s location as a random variable or probability
distribution (Enelow and Hinich 1981; Shepsle 1972).

Party labels are useful if they convey information
about the distribution of candidates’ ideological posi-
tions, and we argue that the public’s perceptions of

those distributions are strongly influenced by con-
gressional behavior. Using information about the
congressional parties’ existing membership is a nat-
ural heuristic (as well as an appropriate data-driven
method) for forming beliefs about the parties’ can-
didates. More specifically, we assume that party labels
reflect information conveyed in the congressional
roll-call record because it is a common source of
data about representatives’ ideological preferences for
many political observers and because there are many
organizations (e.g., interest groups) through which
such information might be relayed and diffused.

How reasonable is the assumption that voters’
beliefs about the parties reflect their respective con-
gressional memberships? Unfortunately, direct evi-
dence for extensively testing the assumption itself is
limited by the lack of appropriate survey data.
Nevertheless, if Congress is the source of voters’
beliefs, then we would expect aggregate perceptions
to vary with changes in the roll-call record. Hether-
ington (2001) provides empirical support for this
prediction with respect to the parties’ average posi-
tions. He shows that as elite polarization increases
over time (as measured by the mean NOMINATE
scores of the parties’ House delegations), public
perceptions of party differences also increase.

In Figure 1 we present original evidence that
perceptions of the parties vary with the roll-call
record. The data is from a module of the 2006
Cooperation Congressional Election Study and shows
that mean perceptions of party unity on specific
issues are highly correlated with actual levels of party
voting across different roll-call votes.8 The available
data, although limited, suggests that our assumption
is quite plausible. The proper test of the theory,
however, is whether aggregate election returns vary
with congressional party membership, which the
remainder of this paper investigates.

Formal Model and Hypotheses

We present and analyze a simple model of voter
decision making under uncertainty. The model is
important because it provides a useful framework for
organizing the analysis, for identifying the appropri-
ate independent variables, and for specifying the

7The Downsian assumption that voters care about candidates’
positions receives plenty of support in the empirical literature for
both presidential and congressional elections and at both the
individual and aggregate levels (Ansolabehere Snyder, and Stew-
art 2001; Canes-Wrone, Brady, and Cogan 2002; Erikson 1971;
Erikson and Wright 1980; Markus and Converse 1979; Page and
Jones 1979; Wright 1978; Wright and Berkman 1986). Voter
decision making under uncertainty is empirically supported by
Bartels (1986) and Alvarez (1997), although their work is
confined to presidential elections.

8We designed the survey questions included in the module
sponsored by the Center for the Study of Elections and
Democracy at Brigham Young University. Additional details
regarding this data can be found in the online appendix at
http://www.journalofpolitics.org/articles.html
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district-level implications of individual decision mak-
ing. The basic model is sufficiently simple that we are
not the first to use it to describe the voting decision
theoretically or empirically (Alvarez 1997; Bartels
1986; Enelow and Hinich 1981; Grynaviski 2006;
Hinich and Munger 1994; Snyder and Ting 2002,
2003). Our novel contributions are in extracting
several clear, testable hypotheses about the electoral
consequences of party labels, connecting beliefs about
parties to their congressional memberships, and
subjecting our predictions to empirical scrutiny.

Suppose that the policy space is unidimensional.9

In any given congressional district, there are two
candidates described by their position in the policy
space, each from one of two political parties D and R
(for Democrats and Republicans, respectively). Let cD

and cR denote the candidates’ locations, where the
subscripts indicate party affiliations.

Suppose that voters do not know the precise
locations of the candidates’ positions but instead
know something about the distribution of ideal
points from which each candidate is drawn (Enelow

and Hinich 1981; Shepsle 1972).10 For candidates
from party D, the mean is mD and the variance is sD.
Likewise, the distribution for party R has mean mR

and variance s2
R. Voters do not need to know the

exact shape of the distribution (or all of the individ-
ual ideal points of members), only these two
parameters.

Voter preferences are single-peaked and symmet-
ric, and we assume that decision making reflects
expected utility maximization (Alvarez 1997; Bartels
1986). More specifically, preferences can be described
by a quadratic utility function,

UiðcjÞ ¼ �ðcj � niÞ2;

where ni is voter i’s ideal point and cj is the policy
position of the candidate from party j. The quadratic
utility function is technically convenient, but it is not
entirely necessary for our argument.11

Voters act sincerely and cast their lot in favor of
the candidate whose position yields the highest
expected utility. In other words, a voter cares about
the position of her representative. The expected
utility of voter i if she casts her vote in favor of
candidate j can be written in terms of the mean and
variance of j’s party, where the subtraction of
variance can be interpreted as a risk-adjustment:

EUiðcjÞ ¼ �ðmj � niÞ2 � s2
j :

Next, suppose that mR . mD. We can define a
cutpoint n* by identifying the voter who is indifferent
between the two candidates. (The cutpoint divides
voters who prefer candidate cD, who are to the left
of n*, from the supporters of candidate cR, who are
to the right of n*.) This is done by solving for
the voter ideal point that satisfies the equality

FIGURE 1 Perceived and actual party support on
key roll call votes
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online appendix for additional details. 

9Poole and Rosenthal (1997) show that the first dimension of
roll-call voting reflects interparty competition while the second
dimension primarily accounts for intraparty differences. Since the
theory is that party labels allow voters to differentiate between
parties, the one-dimensional assumption is appropriate. Extend-
ing the analysis to two dimensions would nevertheless be an
interesting exercise for future work but the lack of a reliable
measure of second-dimension voter preferences preclude us from
doing so.

10In addition to the evidence presented in the previous section,
data from the American National Election Study suggests the
assumption is plausible. In the 2000 survey, 15% of respondents
correctly named their local House candidate and 37.3% were
willing to place their Democratic House candidate on a 7-point
ideological scale, while in contrast, 88.8% were willing to place
the Democratic Party on the same scale.

11One implication of the quadratic utility function is that
expected utility depends only on the voter’s ideal point and the
mean and variance of the party distributions (not on the specific
shape or symmetry of the distributions). This is desirable because
we wish to impose minimal information requirements on voters.
A second implication of quadratic utility is that voters are
globally risk averse. However, all voters with single-peaked utility
functions are risk averse when the distribution of candidates puts
positive probability on opposite sides of a voter’s ideal point
(Shepsle 1972). Thus, our qualitative predictions should hold if
we relax the assumption of quadratic utility.
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EU(cD) 5 EU(cR). Straightforward algebraic manip-
ulation yields:

n? ¼ mR þ mD

2
þ s2

R � s2
D

2ðmR � mDÞ
: ð1Þ

If voter ideal points follow a distribution with
cumulative density function F, then candidate cD’s
vote share is F(n*), and cR’s vote share is 1 – F(n*).
Since F is monotonic, by virtue of being a CDF, we
note the following useful result: candidate cD’s vote
share F(n*) is increasing in n*.

Three variables, useful for describing the relation-
ship between the two parties’ distributions, are
suggested by equation (1): midpoint, gap, and party
heterogeneity advantage. The midpoint variable, MID
5 (mD + mR)/2, corresponds to the cutpoint (the
indifferent voter) in a world of full information. The
second variable, GAP 5 mR – mD, effectively describes
interparty polarization. The third variable (Demo-
cratic heterogeneity advantage), DHA ¼ s2

R � s2
D,

measures the relative cohesion of the two parties’
memberships. Given these three variables, the ex-
pression for the cutpoint in equation (1) can be
rewritten,

n? ¼ MIDþ DHA

2 � GAP
: ð2Þ

The second term on the right-hand side, DHA/
(2*GAP), captures the effects of risk aversion. A
candidate benefits if there is less uncertainty about
his party than about his opponent’s party. The
cutpoint n* can therefore be thought of as a risk-
adjusted midpoint. From equation (2), combined
with the fact that vote share is increasing in n*, the
following three hypotheses follow.12

Hypothesis 1: All else equal, the Democratic candi-
dates’ vote share is increasing in the midpoint
between the two parties.

Hypothesis 2: All else equal, the Democratic candi-
dates’ vote share is increasing in Democratic hetero-
geneity advantage.

Hypothesis 3: All else equal, the Democratic candi-
dates’ vote share is decreasing in the gap between the
parties when DHA is positive and increasing in the
gap when DHA is negative.

The midpoint hypothesis is algebraically equiv-
alent to the effect of candidate positioning in a

perfect information environment, which is well
known. Our hypothesis, in contrast, is stated in terms
of aggregate party membership and not individual
candidate positions, although the underlying intu-
ition is isomorphic: candidates of the more extreme
ideological party will suffer from lower electoral
returns.

Hypothesis 2 relates the relative cohesion of the
parties to electoral results. If a party becomes more
ideologically diverse, its members would fare worse in
elections. Although the direction of the effect de-
pends on the sign of GAP, in practice the party
centers have maintained a consistent ordering
throughout the period of study. Thus, for national
party brand names, the direction of the effect is
effectively unconditional and does not depend on the
sign of the other variables.

The effect of party polarization on elections is
stated in Hypothesis 3. The intuition is that as the
parties become more polarized—and hence more
distinct from the viewpoint of imperfectly informed
voters—uncertainty matters less, which benefits the
more diverse party. Note that this effect is independ-
ent of changes in the midpoint.13

These hypotheses are about direction—that is,
they predict the sign of the relationship between the
independent variables and vote share. Testing the
qualitative predictions of the formal model is desir-
able insofar as one believes we should not take the
model too literally. Nevertheless, the equation also
suggests a stronger hypothesis based on the relative
magnitudes of GAP and DHA. When there is a small
relative difference in ideological heterogeneity be-
tween the parties—that is, when the magnitude of
DHA is small—then the change in the GAP between
the parties will produce a small change in vote share.
On the other hand when one party has a clear
coherence advantage—if one party is a ‘‘big tent’’
party and the other represents a single point of
view—then changes in the distance between parties
produces larger corresponding changes in vote share.
We state this implication as a separate hypothesis.

Hypothesis 4: All else equal, the effect of GAP will
have a higher magnitude at higher magnitudes of
DHA, be relatively weaker at lower magnitudes of
DHA, and have no effect when DHA 5 0.

12See the online appendix for a graphical illustration of the
hypotheses.

13Equation (1) helps us to see, all else equal, that the effect of a
change in one party’s mean on the vote share has two compo-
nents: one from the change in midpoint and one from the change
in polarization. The latter is conditional on relative heterogeneity,
so without any other information, the effect of a change in one
party’s mean is ambiguous.
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Empirical Analysis

In order to test the hypotheses about party positions
and heterogeneity we need three types of data:
election returns, district preferences, and party
distributions.

Congressional Election Returns. The dependent
variable of our empirical model is two-party Demo-
cratic House vote share for the period 1952–2000.
Uncontested seats are excluded from the sample
because without a genuine contest between candi-
dates representing two parties these races cannot
reflect the type of decision making that underlies
our model. Redistricted seats have also been omitted.

District Preferences. Not all districts are alike:
some are liberal, others conservative. In order to
control for the location of each district’s median
voter, we follow the practice of existing research on
candidate positioning of using the presidential vote as
a measure of district ideology (Ansolabehere, Snyder,
and Stewart 2001; Canes-Wrone, Brady, and Cogan
2002; Erikson and Wright 1993, 2005). Specifically,
we use the Democratic share of the district two-party
presidential vote from the same (contemporaneous)
or most recent election.

Ideological Positions. In order to measure the dis-
tribution of each party’s legislative positions, we use
Poole and Rosenthal’s DW-NOMINATE scores. In
addition to their availability and widespread accept-
ance, we have chosen these measures because they use
a larger set of roll calls than interest group ratings and
because they are designed to be comparable across
time. Within each year and party, we compute the
mean and variance of members’ first-dimension scores.

To test the three directional hypotheses about the
effects of party information on election results, we
estimate the parameters of the following equation:

DEMVOTEit

¼ b0 þ b1MIDt þ b2DHAt þ b3GAPt

þ b4PVOTEitþb4Dem Incumbentit

þ b5Rep Incumbentit

þ b6Dem Qualityitþb7Rep Qualityit

þ b8Southit þ b9 Midterm 3 DemPrest

þ b10Midterm 3 RepPrestþht þ eit:

ð3Þ

The dependent variable is the Democratic House
candidate’s share of the two-party vote in district i
during election t. The independent variables of
interest are the midpoint (MID), relative heteroge-
neity (DHA), and distance (GAP) between the par-

ties, which are computed from DW-NOMINATE
scores.14 The variable PVOTE is the Democratic share
of the two-party presidential vote and is included as a
control for the location of the district median voter.

In addition to the variables suggested by the
formal model, we include several controls to account
for potential confounds. Dem Incumbent and Rep
Incumbent are dummy variables to account for the
incumbency advantage (Gelman and King 1990).
To account for challenger quality (Jacobsen 1989),
Dem Quality is a dummy variable that is 1 if the
nonincumbent Democratic candidate has held elec-
tive office, and Rep Quality is the corresponding
variable for Republican nonincumbent candidates.
We also include a dummy variable for the South, given
historical advantages of the Democratic party in that
region. Finally, to account for the empirical regularity
of midterm loss (Erikson 1988), the variable Midterm
3 DemPres is a dummy variable for midterm
elections in which the president is a Democrat and
Midterm 3 RepPres is a dummy variable for mid-
terms with a Republican president.15 There are two
stochastic terms: eit, which is observation specific,
and ht, which is common to an election year. This is
therefore a random effects-model, which also allows
for the possiblity of within-year correlation between
districts.

The theoretical framework predicts the signs of
b1, b2, and b3 as follows. If Hypothesis 1 is correct,
then b1 should be positively signed. If Hypothesis 2 is
correct, then b2 should be positively signed as well.
Since congressional Republicans are ideologically
more cohesive throughout the entire period of study
(i.e., DHA is negative for all t), from Hypothesis 3 we
also expect the sign of b3 to be positive.

The first column of Table 1 presents the estimated
coefficients for the basic specification in equation (3),
and the results show that changes in party labels do
have statistically significant effects on election returns.16

14While it may seem extreme to ignore information about
individual candidates given the body of candidate-centered
election analyses, we have argued that it is nevertheless plausible
if information about parties is cheaper and more readily available
than information about individual candidates—even, perhaps,
incumbents. We relax this assumption in the next section.

15In addition, following Erikson, Mackuen, and Stimson’s macro-
level analysis (2002), we considered including year-level controls
for macropartisanship, consumer sentiment, and policy mood.
Including these controls has no effect on our substantive con-
clusions. Indeed, the coefficients for the additional controls have
signs opposite of what we expect them to have. Thus, they have
been omitted from the analysis presented here.

16Since our model includes election-year random effects, we used
feasible generalized least squares as our estimation method.
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Although the coefficient for MID is not statistically
significant, it is in the expected direction.17 The results
show that the coefficients for DHA and GAP are both
statistically significant. This implies that party labels
matter. The sign of DHA is in the expected direction.
Contrary to our expectations, the sign of the coefficient
for GAP is negative. This means that increased polar-
ization appears to hurt, rather than help, Democratic
candidates (members of the less cohesive party) even
after controlling for district ideology and the midpoint
between parties.

To give a sense of the magnitude of the effects, a
two standard deviation increase in DHA is about
0.02, so if the Democrats become more homogeneous
(or the Republicans more heterogeneous) by this
amount, the average Democrat’s vote share would
increase by about 3.5 percentage points. The magni-
tude of this effect is roughly the same as that for a
quality nonincumbent Democrat. The effect of in-
creasing polarization is somewhat larger. A two
standard deviation increase in GAP is roughly 0.22,
which corresponds to a decrease in Democratic vote
share of approximately 4.8 percentage points.

The above specification omits the stronger claim
in Hypothesis 4. Recall that Hypothesis 4 states that
the effect of GAP increases in magnitude when DHA
increases in magnitude and that there should be no
effect of GAP when DHA is zero. Thus, we expand on
equation (3) to include several interaction terms.18

We define a set of dummy variables and interact
them with GAP so that the coefficient on the
interaction terms represent the change in the effect
of GAP for increasing magnitudes of DHA. Specifi-
cally, let DQi be a dummy variable defined by finding
the quartile ranges of DHA such that DQ2 is 1 if DHA
# – .011, DQ3 is 1 if DHA # – .019, and DQ4 is 1 if
DHA # – .029. (The omitted variable is the quartile
closest to zero.)

If Hypothesis 4 is correct, then in the equation
including interactions, we expect b3 $ 0 (it should
only be zero when DHA is exactly 0), and since the
interaction effects are additive we expect that their
coefficients are positive. The second column of Table
1 reports our estimates for the expanded model.
None of the interaction coefficients are statistically
significant, so we find no support for Hypothesis 4.

Thus far, the results establish a tentative link
between congressional parties and the electorate.
Voters respond to changes in the relative heteroge-
neity and distance between the two parties’ member-
ships. However, the initial analysis shows that the link
is only partly consistent with a theoretical model in
which party labels matter because voters behave as if
they were expected utility maximizers. On the one
hand, voters respond to relative heterogeneity of the
parties in a manner consistent with risk aversion:
greater party heterogeneity means greater uncertainty
about individual candidate locations and, all else
equal, leads to lower vote shares. On the other hand,
the effect of polarization runs counter to that
predicted from the expected utility framework.

It is possible that the mixed findings are the
product of a severely restrictive assumption: that
voters only have information about the two national
parties. Although the assumption is minimal in terms
of the information and sophistication required of
voters, it is worth investigating whether alternative

TABLE 1 National Party Label Effects on
Democratic House District Vote Share

Basic Extended

MID 0.129 (0.127) 0.121 (0.124)
DHA 1.742** (0.467) 1.315 (0.959)
GAP 20.220** (0.044) 20.222** (0.052)
GAP 3 DQ2 20.003 (0.013)
GAP 3 DQ3 20.017 (0.016)
GAP 3 DQ4 20.001 (0.022)
Presidential Vote 0.536** (0.009) 0.535** (0.009)
Dem. Incumbent 0.110** (0.003) 0.110** (0.003)
Rep. Incumbent 20.139** (0.003) 20.139** (0.003)
Dem. Quality

Challenger
0.038** (0.003) 0.038** (0.003)

Rep. Quality
Challenger

20.054** (0.003) 20.054** (0.003)

South 0.024** (0.002) 0.024** (0.002)
Midterm 3 Dem.

Pres
20.047** (0.006) 20.046** (0.006)

Midterm 3 Rep.
Pres

0.053** (0.006) 0.052** (0.006)

Constant 0.431** (0.035) 0.432** (0.044)
N 8,339 8,339
s2

h 0.01 0.01
s2

e 0.077 0.077
R2 overall 0.772 0.772
R2 within year 0.791 0.791
R2 between year 0.398 0.404

Note: model estimated by FGLS with election-year random
effects, *p , .05, **p , .01, standard errors in parentheses

17The lack of significance may be due to the fact that there is very
little variation in the midpoint between parties over time.

18We model interaction effects with dummy variables because
the direct interaction GAP �DHA is too highly correlated with
DHA (r 5 0.99) and thus presents a near multicollinearity prob-
lem. The interaction is still captured qualitatively in the dummy
variable form.
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assumptions about voters’ information lead to clearer
empirical results.

Two possibilities are considered in the remainder
of the paper. First, we consider the effects of
incumbency and the information revealed by indi-
vidual position taking. Second, we examine whether
party brand names reflect regional rather than na-
tional sets of candidates.

Incumbent Positions and
Challenger Parties

Natural differences in the informational environ-
ments of electoral contests with and without incum-
bents provide an opportunity to assess, within our
framework, whether voters use candidate-specific
information in addition to national party labels.
The difference arises due to the fact that incumbents

have revealed their positions on matters before
Congress while challengers have not.

We can modify our expected utility framework
to explicitly incorporate the assumption that voters
know the position of the incumbent candidate while
having only party-level information about chal-
lengers. Suppose, for example, that the incumbent
in district k is a Democrat whose roll-call record
reveals her position to be xk. In terms of our frame-
work, we will assume that all voters in district k know
this with certainty, so we effectively have mD 5 xk and
s2

D ¼ 0. The utility from voting for the incumbent is
therefore simply EUi(xk) 5 Ui(xk) 5 – (xk – ni)

2. In
contrast, voters do not know the location of the
Republican challenger but do know, as before, the
mean mR and variance s2

R of the Republican Party.
More generally, let Pk 2 {D, R} denote the party

of the incumbent in district k. The variables MID,
DHA, and GAP can then be modified as follows to

TABLE 2 Individual Incumbent Positions and Challenger Party Label Effects on Democratic House
District Vote Share

All Dem Rep Dem Rep

incMID 0.183** (0.010) 0.191** (0.015) 0.164** (0.013)
NOMINATE 0.096** (0.007) 0.082** (0.007)
Dem. Mean 20.004 (0.197) 0.698** (0.207)
Rep. Mean 20.086 (0.233) 0.409 (0.246)
incDHA 2.377** (0.228) 5.886** (1.089) 0.465 (1.140)
Dem. Variance 21.893 (1.098) 20.028 (1.157)
Rep. Variance 6.101** (1.639) 2.422 (1.728)
incGAP 3

(incDHA , 0)
20.384** (0.034) 20.171 (0.126)

incGAP 3

(incDHA . 0)
0.020 (0.026) 0.092 (0.050)

Presidential Vote 0.573** (0.010) 0.639** (0.012) 0.453** (0.018) 0.641** (0.012) 0.454** (0.018)
Dem. Incumbent 20.189** (0.037)
Dem. Quality

Challenger
0.040** (0.003) 0.042** (0.003) 0.042** (0.003)

Rep. Quality
Challenger

20.052** (0.003) 20.046** (0.003) 20.046** (0.003)

South 0.008** (0.002) 0.021** (0.003) 20.006 (0.003) 0.021** (0.003) 20.006 (0.003)
Midterm 3

Dem. Pres
20.049** (0.007) 20.047** (0.012) 20.044** (0.014) 20.052** (0.013) 20.037** (0.014)

Midterm 3

Rep. Pres
0.056** (0.006) 0.061** (0.011) 0.053** (0.013) 0.059** (0.012) 0.053** (0.013)

Constant 0.462** (0.030) 0.081 (0.056) 0.288* (0.132) 0.282* (0.131) 0.132 (0.138)
N 7,287 3,944 3,343 3,944 3,343
s2

h 0.011 0.022 0.026 0.023 0.024
s2

e 0.073 0.074 0.066 0.074 0.066
R2 overall 0.799 0.447 0.298 0.452 0.317
R2 within year 0.821 0.496 0.24 0.496 0.24
R2 between year 0.332 0.283 0.417 0.301 0.515

Note: model estimated by FGLS with election-year random effects, *p , .05, **p , .01, standard errors in parentheses
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reflect the relative evaluations of an individual
incumbent’s position with information about the
challenger’s party.19

incMIDk ¼
xkþmR

2 if Pk ¼ D
xkþmD

2 if Pk ¼ R

�

incDHAk ¼
s2

R if Pk ¼ D
�s2

D if Pk ¼ R

�

incGAPk ¼
mR � xD Pk ¼ D
xR � mD Pk ¼ R

�

In Table 2 we present estimates for models analogous
to equation (3) where the original party-only varia-
bles are replaced by the appropriate incumbent and
challenger party variables (i.e., incMID instead of
MID, etc.). Since we assume that the variance term is
zero for incumbents, this means that incDHA will
take on positive values for Democrats and negative
values for Republicans. Following Hypothesis 3, this
necessitates including incGAP in the model separately
for each party.20 Column 1 presents the estimates for
incumbents of both parties pooled together, column
2 presents the estimates when the sample is restricted
to Democratic incumbents, and column 3 does so for
Republican incumbents.

Overall, the estimates suggest that incorporating
more specific information about individual incum-
bents in place of their parties’ labels does just as well,
in terms of R2, at explaining electoral outcomes. In
terms of the coefficients of interest, not only do
heterogeneity and polarization matter, but so does
the relative position of the midpoint between an
incumbent’s position and the opposing party’s aver-
age member (incMID). The estimated coefficients of
incMID and incDHA are positive and statistically
significant, as predicted by Hypotheses 1 and 2,
respectively. Again, however, we find that the esti-
mated effect of polarization (here measured by
incGAP) is inconsistent with Hypothesis 3. The
estimated effect of incGAP is negative and statistically
significant when incDHA is negative but is not
significant when incDHA is positive.

The results provide even better support for the
theory of party brand names when we estimate the
model separately for incumbents of each party

(columns 2 and 3). For Democratic incumbents, we
find positive support for both Hypotheses 1 and 2
and also that the estimated effect of incGAP is
statistically insignificant and therefore does not di-
rectly contradict Hypothesis 3. For Republican in-
cumbents, only Hypothesis 1 is positively supported.

Thus far, the variables of interest in our statistical
model have adhered closely to equation (2), and their
effects are properly understood in terms of a joint
effect of both an incumbent’s individual position and
the challenger party’s brand image. This is true for
the midpoint variable and is especially clear in the
case of heterogeneity, where the variable incDHA is
determined only by the degree of heterogeneity in the
challenger’s party. A skeptical reader, however, may
wonder if the joint effect of incMID is driven more by
the incumbent’s position than by the party variables
as the existing empirical studies of candidate posi-
tioning would suggest (Ansolabehere, Snyder, and
Stewart 2001; Canes-Wrone, Brady, and Cogan 2002).
Our findings are also at odds with contemporary
theories of congressional parties, which posit that
the party brand name is a public good that enhances
incumbents’ reelection prospects (Cox and McCub-
bins 1993, 2005), but thus far, we have not tested this
possibility. We therefore estimate an additional model
that departs from the specification implied by equa-
tion (2) but is better suited for addressing the issue of
incumbents versus parties. This specification replaces
incMID, incGAP, and incDHA with individual posi-
tions and aggregate party means and variances calcu-
lated from NOMINATE scores.

The results presented in columns 4 and 5 further
support the contention that party brand names have
effects on election outcomes that are distinct from the
positions of incumbent candidates. Not surprisingly,
the effects of incumbent positions are significant and
in the expected direction for incumbents of both
parties. More importantly, aggregate party variables
are also independent determinants of vote share.21 For
Democratic incumbents, increasing the heterogeneity
of the Republican Party has a positive and statistically
significant effect (at the .01 level) on Democratic vote
share. In contrast, the effect of the heterogeneity of
their own party is significant at the .10 level but is also
less than a third of the size in magnitude. For
Republican incumbents, increasing the conservatism

19Data for xk are the individual-level Poole and Rosenthal DW-
NOMINATE scores.

20We omit the additional interaction terms for ease of presenta-
tion and because the fit of models with and without the
interactions are nearly indistinguishable.

21For both Democratic and Republican incumbents, we can reject
a ‘‘pure’’ candidate model (the hypothesis that the coefficients for
Democratic mean, Democratic variance, Republican mean, and
Republican variance are jointly zero). The x2 test statistics are
26.92 and 20.31, respectively, which both exceed the .05 critical
value of .71.
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of the Democratic Party’s average member increases
Democratic vote share, and this effect is statistically
significant at the .01 level. In contrast, the location of
the average Republican is significant at the .10 level
and is smaller in magnitude. Interestingly, the average
locations of the parties do not affect Democratic
incumbents’ vote shares while hetereogeneity does
not affect Republican incumbents—thus revealing an
interesting asymmetry. Our analysis therefore shows
that while individual positioning matters, variations
in party brand names have distinct electoral conse-
quences—not for the incumbents themselves but for
challengers running under the party label.

Regional Party Labels

Scholars and other observers often argue that politics
in the southern states might be different from politics
outside of the south (e.g., Black and Black 2002; Key
1949). This raises the possibility that voters in the
south respond to parties differently than their coun-
terparts elsewhere. Moreover, congressional scholars
note the presence of three distinct groups of legislators
during the mid-twentieth century: northern Demo-
crats, southern Democrats, and Republicans (Poole
and Rosenthal 1997). If the media and other con-
temporary observers make similar distinctions, then it
is plausible that the electorate may also see congres-

sional politics in similar terms. In the context of our
model of party labels, this suggests that we should take
into account regional variation in legislators’ observed
positions as well as national-level variation.

Following the assumption that there are three
effective parties as noted above, we compute new
variables by replacing the Democratic mean and
variance with the appropriate regional (southern or
nonsouthern) Democratic mean and variance. (We
leave the Republican party membership’s informa-
tion at the national level.) We label these variables
regMID, regDHA, and regGAP, and we analyze both
whether voters respond to regional labels as well as
whether regional voters might behave differently.

The results of our analysis replacing national-
level Democratic party labels with regional labels are
presented in Table 3. The first column presents the
results when observations from both regions are
pooled. Consistent with the results from the party-
only analysis, the relative heterogeneity (regDHA)
and polarization (regGAP) variables have statistically
significant effects. Interestingly, variation in the dis-
tance between the parties does not have a conditional
effect. Increased polarization always leads to a de-
creased vote share for Democratic candidates, regard-
less of the relative heterogeneity between parties.

In the second and third columns, we present the
coefficients for each region estimated separately. The

TABLE 3 Regional Democratic and National Republican Party Label Effects on Democratic House District
Vote Share

Combined Non-South South

regMID 0.135 (0.073) 20.400 (0.245) 20.414 (0.401)
regDHA 2.229** (0.333) 1.482 (0.827) 4.256** (0.995)
regGAP 3 (regDHA , 0) 20.118** (0.023) 0.007 (0.064) 20.194** (0.060)
regGAP 3 (regDHA . 0) 20.139** (0.026) 20.014 (0.066) 20.276** (0.078)
Presidential Vote 0.532** (0.009) 0.544** (0.009) 0.511** (0.023)
Dem. Incumbent 0.109** (0.003) 0.111** (0.004) 0.108** (0.009)
Rep. Incumbent 20.138** (0.003) 20.129** (0.004) 20.176** (0.009)
Dem. Quality Challenger 0.037** (0.003) 0.036** (0.003) 0.041** (0.008)
Rep. Quality Challenger 20.054** (0.003) 20.051** (0.003) 20.055** (0.008)
South 0.00 (0.008)
Midterm 3 Dem. Pres 20.047** (0.005) 20.048** (0.006) 20.022 (0.012)
Midterm 3 Rep. Pres 0.053** (0.005) 0.051** (0.005) 0.051** (0.011)
Constant 0.356** (0.017) 0.246** (0.050) 0.484** (0.071)
N 8,339 6,805 1,534
s2

h 0.009 0.009 0.017
s2

e 0.077 0.073 0.09
R2 overall 0.774 0.785 0.74
R2 within year 0.794 0.808 0.726
R2 between year 0.364 0.429 0.883

Note: model estimated by FGLS with election-year random effects, *p , .05, **p , .01, standard errors in parentheses
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estimates in column 2 show that the effects of relative
heterogeneity and polarization are statistically signif-
icant for southern voters, which suggests they re-
spond to changes in the brand images between
southern Democrats and national Republicans. Out-
side of the south, however, differences between
northern Democrats and Republicans do not lead
to significant effects on vote share. When this finding
is taken in conjunction with the results in Table 1, it
suggests that outside of the south, voters respond to
national labels, while in the south, voters may also
respond to changes in the ideological composition of
the southern Democratic congressional delegation.

Model Selection

In our analysis, we have shown that the data support
three different variants of the party brand-name story.
Party brand names may convey information about
two national sets of candidates, about challengers or
other legislators with no prior congressional record,
or they may be regional in nature. To the extent that
there is heterogeneity in voter information, sophisti-
cation, and political perceptions (Gomez and Wilson
2001; Krause 1997), it is not surprising that no single
model dominates.

If we compare models by simply counting the
number of hypotheses supported (less the number
contradicted), then the model that mixes individual
incumbent positions with the challenger’s party
brand name provides the best support for the theory.
From an econometric perspective, however, we must
determine which version best fits the data rather than
which version happens to best fit the theory. This
methodological problem is one of model selection.

Since each model involves a different set of re-
gressors, they are nonnested and one model cannot
be written as a set of linear restrictions on another.
We therefore adopt the likelihood dominance crite-
rion (Pollack and Wales 1991) as our procedure for
model selection, which is based on a comparison of
estimated likelihoods, but follows usual inferential
practice by establishing critical values based on sig-
nificance levels and the number of model parameters.
If the difference in likelihoods falls between the critical
values, then model selection is indeterminate.22

We find that the model combining individual
incumbent positions with challenger party brand
names dominates both the simple national brand-

names model and the regional brand-names model.23

The incumbent position and challenger party model
has the highest log-likelihood (9,958), and it exceeds
the log-likelihoods of the other models (9,797 for the
national party model and 9,519 for the regional party
model) by amounts sufficient for the likelihood dom-
inance criterion to be decisive.24 When the analysis is
restricted to incumbents, the mixed incumbent-chal-
lenger party model also dominates the national
brand-names model and a pure incumbent-position
model. The model selection analysis therefore gives
us confidence that the combined incumbent plus
challenger party model best fits the data as well as
best supports the theory.

Conclusion

The evidence suggests that there is indeed a basis for a
link between the legislative parties and electoral
outcomes through party brand names, which are
used by imperfectly informed voters. Party hetero-
geneity appears to work exactly as an expected utility
model predicts it should: cohesive parties have the
advantage. The formal analysis also implies that the
average position of each party’s membership has two,
potentially offsetting, effects (the midpoint and gap
hypotheses). After refining our assumptions about
the nature of party brand names, we found that in the
mixed incumbent plus challenger model the mid-
point hypothesis was supported but that interparty
polarization has no effect. We also discovered an
interesting asymmetry between the parties: voters are
responsive to changes in Republican unity when the
incumbent is a Democrat while they are responsive to
the average Democrat’s position when the incumbent
is a Republican. Our empirical findings therefore
provide support for the theory, but our case is by no
means a ‘‘slam dunk.’’

This outcome tends to invite the question of
whether the metaphorical glass is ‘‘half-full’’ or
‘‘half-empty.’’ It is both. On the one hand, we
conclude that voters—concerned about how well they
are represented ideologically in Congress but unsure
about candidate positions—rely, in the aggregate, on
the party label to make decisions. Changes in the

22If two models have the same number of parameters, then the
likelihood dominance criterion reduces to a simple comparison
of estimated likelihoods.

23Details can be found in the online appendix.

24Both the national and incumbent/challenger models have the
same number of parameters, so a simple comparison of log-
likelihoods is sufficient. When comparing either of those models
to the regional party model, the comparison is indeterminate
when the difference is between 3.62 and 5.11.
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information about parties, as revealed by the roll-call
record, have significant electoral consequences—even
if parties are undisciplined, heterogeneous coalitions
of individual election-seeking members. Our findings
also challenge the notion that parties in government
seek to enhance their brand names in order to boost
their incumbents’ electoral prospects (e.g., Cox and
McCubbins 1993, 2005). Instead, we find that party
labels benefit challengers rather than incumbents.

On the other hand, ideological reputations may
not be the entire story. We have focused on ideology
because of its importance in the Downsian tradition.
This analysis certainly does not capture all of the
possible conceptions of a party brand name. Though
ideology surely must be part of any party’s reputa-
tion, nonideological reputations may be more im-
portant to a party’s electoral fortunes. For example,
Petrocik (1996) has argued that parties ‘‘own’’ certain
issues. Voters may therefore respond to parties’
reputations or perceived abilities to handle the issues
most important to them, and those reputations may
be the products of political competition and vary
over time (Pope and Woon 2005, 2006). In a
separation of powers context this reputation could
even be specific to particular institutions (e.g., the
Republican Party’s presidential reputation may be
somewhat different from its congressional reputa-
tion). Lastly, it may be worth investigating the degree
to which the party’s brand name is formed outside of
political institutions, such as by the media or in the
course of public debates during campaign seasons.

Regardless of how we conceive of a party’s brand
name, our results suggest that the concept deserves
increased attention. In 1974 Mayhew wrote that no
analysis of American politics ‘‘that posits parties as
analytic units will get very far’’ (27), and a significant
body of subsequent research seems to embrace this
notion (e.g., Krehbiel 1993). Others, however, have
increasingly sought to challenge it, arguing that the
electoral effects of a party’s record motivates the
formation and maintenance of legislative party or-
ganizations (Aldrich 1995; Cox and McCubbins 1993,
2005). Our findings support the claim that the
actions of legislative parties matter in congressional
elections and suggest that party brand names are, at
least in part, made in Congress.
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