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PARTISAN DIFFERENCES AND CANDWATE MOBILIZA110N 
EFFORTS IN MIDTERM HOUSE ELECTIONS 

Robert K. Goidcl, Indiana State University 
Todd G. Shields, University of Arkansas 

*An earlier version of thi~ paper was presented at the 1994 annual meeting Lo the 
Southwe3tern Political Science Association. We would like lO thank Patricia Hurley 
and Jeffrey Sadow for their helpful comments. Any remaining errors are the sole re­
sponsibility of the authors. 

Abstract 
Recent work by Jackson ( 1993) has extended the literature on voter mobilization 

by noting that the effects uf candidate mobilization efforts are contingent upon indi­
vidual cltaracleris1ics such a.~ i11come and education. In rhe folWwing analysis. we 
extend this work by examining whe1her the effects of cumlidate mobiliwrion efforls are 
contingent upon more politically relevan1 variables such as par1isansh1/1. We find that: 
(I) independents are more susceptible to candidate mobilization efforts than are par­
tisans; (2) indepe11de111s are influenced by 1he mobili~atinn efforrs of the incumbent 
rather than the challenger; and ( 3) less educated indepe11dents are most susceptible to 
candidale mobilization efforts. 

Introduction 
Recent work by Jackson (1993) has extended the literature on voter mobilization 

by dem{instrating that the effects of candidate mobil i7;ation efforts are conLingent upon 
individual characteristics such as income and education. While past research has dem­
onstrated the importance of mobili7.ation efforts on behalf of political parties and can­
didates (see, e.g., Conway 1981; Copeland 1983; Calderia and Patter!IOn 1982; Patterson 
and Calderia 1983; Calderia et al. 1985; Gilliam 1985; Tucker 1986; Cox and Munger 
I 989; Roscnstone and Hansen 1993). li ttle effort has been given lo the conditional 
nature of these strategic efforts. In other words, Jackson's research begins to ask the 
question, if political parties and candidates attempt 10 mobilize and recruit ci tizens 
into the political arena, what mobilization efforts are most successful and among what 
groups of constituents? Specifically. Jackson (1993) finds that mobilization efforts 
have their greatest impact on highly educated, low income citi:-.ens. As Jackson (1993 , 
1095) observes, the "lesson for future scholarship is ror s tudents of political mobiliza­
tion to consider the conditional nature or influences on electoral participation." 

Delipitc these advances in our understanding of the condi tional nature of cam­
paign spending as a mobilization agent, one question that scholars have not yet an­
swered is whether or not the effects of candidate mobilization efforts are contingent 
upon politically important variahle.~ ~uch as partisanship. Particularly intriguing in 
this respect is the possibility that candidate mobilization efforts may have their great­
est impact in mobilizing like-minded partisans and independents. Huckfeldt and Sprague 
(I 992), for example, have noted that mobilization efforts are sLratcgic, meaning that 
they arc directed at contacting likely supporters (see also Rosenstone and Hansen 1993). 
In addition. according to the theory of surge and decline, during midterm elections, 
there is a significant drop in the numher of what Campbell (1966) terms "peripheral" 
voters. These " peripheral" voters are only loosely connected to political parties and, 
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consequently. may be more susceptible to swings in short term electoral forces. While 
subsequent research has suggested that voters in midterm elections are demographi­
cally similar to voters in presidential elections (Wolfinger et al. 1981 ), it may very well 
be that in midterm elections "peripheral" voters are responding to short term - though 
district level - electoral forces (i.e., electoral competitiveness and candidate mobiliza­
tion efforts). 

In the analysis that follows, we explore whether these "peripheral" voters arc 
more sensitive to variations in the campaign environment during midterm House elec­
tions. More specifically, we examine whether the effects of political mobilization are 
contingent upon individual level partisanship. We expect that independents will be 
most influenced by candidate mobiliz.ation efforts, but will be particularly susceptible 
to the mobilization effons of the challenger. While it is well established in the litera­
ture that independents are less likely to vote than partisans (see, e.g., Campbell et al. 
1960; Conway 1981; Maisal 1993) the question of whether or not independents are 
more likely co be mobilized by a high stimulus congressional election has yet to be 
addressed. 

The lack of attention to the moderating effects of campaign spending and purtisanship is 
surprising giveu thal in most congressional districts, mobilizing (or failing lo mobilize) the 
independent electorace could mean the difference between victory and dcfeac (Goldenberg and 
Traugott 1984). While mobilization efforts nre vital to the campaign races of incumbents, 
effective mobilization strategies may be even more crucial for challengers As Goldenberg and 
Traugott (1984) have noted, challengers and their campaign managers ofren view 1umou1 as 
cric ical lo their electoral success. In addition, this view among campaign managers is noc 
without empirical support. Consistently. previous research has demonstrated that higher 
turnout is associated with more competilive congressional elections (Caldeira et al. 1985; 
Gilliam 1985; Cox and Munger 1989; Copeland 1983). In addition, the campaign finance 
literature has found that challenger expenditures are more closely associated with electoral 
competition than incumbent expenditures (Jacobson 1978, 1980. l 990; Green and Krasno 
1988; Goidel and Gross 1994). Accordingly, we expect that ( l} challengers have a greater 
incentive 10 contact the independent electorate that may be more likely 10 respond positively to 
m00iliiation efforts; and (2) that highec challenger spending should be associated with greater 
electoral competitiveness. In addition we expect that this increased electoral competitiveness 
will stimulate interest in and attentiveness to the electoral campaign. 

Before examining whether the effects of political mobili z<ition nee conringent upon 
partisan identification, however, we begin by updating past research. Specifically, we lest 
Jackson's (1993) logir model on the 1990 NES data. I Doing so, demonstrates that Jackson's 
findings hold remarkably well across elections.2 We then present evidence showing that the 
effects of candidate mobilization efforts are contingent upon the respondent's partisan 
affi liation. As expected, we find that independenrs. raiher than partisans, are much more likely 
to be drawn in to a high stimulus election. Finally, we present models incorporating both the 
interactions used in past research and the interactions bosed on partisan similarity. In doing so, 
we demonstnue, first, that the interaction between expenditures and partisanship holds even 
when controlling for the interactions used in past research and, second, that candidate 
mobilization efforts have their most pronounced effect on less educated independents. 

Replicating Jackson's Model 
We begin by updating pasl research by using the l 990 NES study using the validated 

voter turnout measure. Doing so. serves two purposes. First, using a more recent electoril.I 
period demonstrates that past r.;search findings are not confined to electoral dynamics unique 
to the elections of the 1980s. Second, it reemphasizes the point that mo bi liT.ation plays an 
important role in individual level tumour decisions.3 In his 1993 article. Jackson specified and 
estimated the following model: 
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Partisan Diffo::rences 

Pr(Y = I)= ct>W11-t ~ ,x, + ~ :X "+ p _,XJ + ~ ,X,-t ~sX s+ p,x~ + p,x 1-t p,x~+ p,x, 
+ p "'x ,0 + p 11x , ,+ p .:x ,~+ ~ ,~x 1 _1+ p ,,x .,+ p , ~x ,_,+ p ,.x , ~+ p ,,x 11+ e:) 

where 
X l = incumbent expenditures 
X:? = challenger expenditures 
X3 = uge 
X4 = age squared 
XS= race 
X6 =gender 
X7 =income 
X8 = education 
X9 = senate ra1:e 
XlO = govemor's race 
XI l =partisan strength 
Xl2 =closing date 
Xl3 =South 
X l 4 =challenger expenditures X education 
X l 5 = challenger expenditures X income 
Xl6 = incumbent expenditures X education 
Xl7 = incumbent expend itures X income 

Since the dependent variable is dichotomous, logit is used to es timate the model.4 The 
results are presented in Table I. 
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As can be seen in Table I. past resc:irch findings hold up rem;irbbly well in lhe 
1990 NES Study. There :ire !wo notahle exceptions. First. ndther of the inreraclions for 
.:nmhdarc eltpendiiures and income were s1gni fican1 at the 05 level. Second. the imemcuon 
bcrwcen incumbent expenditures and educ:mon was signirkam..5 0.:spue 1hese differences. 
however. 1he lindangs presented in Table I reuerate che basic message of Jackson ·s rese;irch, 
mobilizacion mauers - though its effects are cont ingent upon bOlh che char:ic1eris1ic of che 
individual and on the source of the mobil iz:ition e ffon. 

Differences Across Partisan Groupings 
But to what extent are che effects of mobilization contingen1 upon more politi­

cally relevant attitudes such as parci sanship? In Table 2, we present the results of 
Jackson's model according to the respondents' panisan similarity with the incumbcnt.6 
For the moment, we have excluded Jackson's inceraction terms so that we may focus 
solely on the interaction between mobilization efforts and individual partisanship. As 
mentioned previously, we expect chat candidate mobilization efforts will have their 
greatest impact on independents. 
Table 2: tesiruc Rtiacssion oiVotcrTumOUl 1n Hause E!ecrions Ae:nr:futR :o ahc Rcspondcm's Pa.nu;i.o.shio 
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Partis;m Di ffercnces 

As can be seen in Table'.!, our inici:il hypothesis wa~ supported by the statistical 
analysis. though no1 quite in 1hc m.inncr ''<! c:<pec1cd. As was expcc1ed, independcms 
are the only group of voters that appc:ir cob<! mobilized by 1hc respective campaigns.7 
Surprisingly. however, it is incumbent r:.i1hcr 1hnn challenger expenditures that have 
the greatest impact on turnout among independent.~. While this flnding may seem 
somewhat counterintuitive, we interpret the coefficient as indicating chat, on aver:igc. 
in districts where incumbent expenditures were relatively high, turnout among 1nde­
pt!ndents was significantly greater than in districts where incumbenl expenditures were 
relatively low. It should be noted chat these are the same districts where one would 
expect chat the incumbent is most vulnerable (Jacob$OO, 1978, 1980, 1985, 1990). 
Presumably, challengers that raise nnd spend relouvely large sums of campaign ft. 
nanci ng also auempt to mobilize inc.lcpendenc voters, but the reality is that most chal­
lengers foil to raise enough money to mobilize their own partisan adherents. let alone 
independents. 
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Interactive Models 
While the evidence presented in che prc\'ious section o f chis analysis is sugges­

tive, a more convincing defense of our thesis requires thar. we demonstrate that the 
interactions between candidate mobilization efforts and partisanship hold even when 
controlling for interactions between candidate mobilization efforts and. respectively, 
education and income. To consider this possibility. we reran the analysis including 
two-way interactions between candidates' expendirnres and education; candidate ex­
pendirnres and income: and candidate expenditures and partisanship. For the purposes 
of chis analysis, we removed the partisan mength variable and replaced it with two 
separate dichotomous variables indicating whether the respondent was an independent 
or a member of the challenger's political party. The results of this analysis are pre­
sented in Table 3. 

As can be seen in Table 3, the interaction between incumbenc expenditures 
and independent status remains significant even when concrolling for interactions be­
tween campaign spending and income or education. Therefore, we can reasonably 
conclude that the interactive effecc between incumbent expenditures and independent 
starus is noc simply picking up the effects of educacion or income. It appears that inde-
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Partisan Differences 

pendents arc more likely Lo he affected by candidate mobihzation efforts than are parti­
sans even in the face of some rather stringent c1mLrols. 

This initial impr'--ssion is reinforced when one considers the queslton of whether or not 
Jacksnn's interactions hold across partisans groupings. To answer this question, we ran an 
additional logit model, including the two-way interactions between expenditures and educa­
tion; cxpendiLures and income; and added three-way interactions between expenditures, edu­
cation, and partisanship; and between expenditures, income, nnd partisam;hip. The lwo-way 
interactions included in the final model indicate the interactive effect of candidate expendi­
tures and education (or income) fo( similar parti.~ans. The three-way interactions then indicate 
whether this interactive effect is significru1tly different, first. for independents and, second, for 
challenger partisru1s. 

As can be seen in Table 4, the results of this analysis are i:onsistent with the results 
presented throughout this paper.8 Turnout decisions of independents arc more .sensitive to 
changes in the campaign environment than the turnout decisions of partisans. Interestingly, 
this appears to be particularly true (or less educated independents. Since the model presented 
in this portion or the analysis is fairly complex a more detailed discussion of the findings is 
warranted. 

The two-way interactions included in the analy~is indicate the interactive effects of 
candidate cxpcn<Ji tures and education; and candidate expenditures and im;ome for incumbent 
partisans. As Table 4 indicates, the TllQrc the challenger spends and the more educated the 
in<..-umbcnt partisan, the more likely it is that she or he will turnout Lo vote. Taken alone, this 
finding suggests that more cduealed, incumbent partisans nre more sensitive to the nature of 
the challenge facing an incumbent representative. The more seriOlL~ the challenge facing the 
incumbent, the more likely il i.~ that incumbent partisans will turnout. Intere...tingly, chis sug­
gests that incumbent partisans "circle the wagons" in times of electoral peril. 

Surprisingly, however, the results also indicate that the more the incumbent spends and 
the more educated the incumbent partisan, the less likely it is that she or he will turnout to vote. 
While this seems to undennine arguments that well educated. incumbent partisans arc sensi­
tive to the electoral challenge facing the incumbent, it may also suggest that incumbent spend­
ing, in absence of a serious challenge, actually depresses electoral turnout among more edu­
cated, like- minded partisans. This interpretation seems reasonable given that the interaction 
between challenger expenditures and educa1ion i.~ considerably larger than the interaction 
between incumbent expenditures and education. Accordingly, c~mdidate expenditures would 
depress tumoul only when incumbent spending is considerably larger than challenger .~pend­
ing. 

The three-way intcn1clions included in the model indicate whether the two-way interac­
lil)ns are significantly different for independents and challenger partisans, respectively. Two 
points appear particularly noteworthy regarding the three-way interactions included in this 
model. First, none of the interactions including challenger partisans were significant. Titis 
indicates that the relationships between candidate expenditures and education arc, swtistically, 
no diflerent for challenger partisans than for incumbent partisans. Jn this respect, well­
educated, challenger partisans arc no mQre likely lo turnout given a well-funded cam­
paign than well educated, incumbent partisans. 
Tahk S: Marginal E11'cei o( I~ l!.pcadiblt0$ on IllCWllbcD1 P:lllisan' ll!ld lndeptndent1 Across Edroilion 
L.....t!ls 
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Nole: ooll cutm:~ arc lbc IJl8J"ginal c1Jcct of i11cu11ibc111 c~pcndil\m:S c>n 1urnou1 acro111 partisan gro11pings and lcvtl 
o(oduc.:ilion 53 



Rober1 K. Goitle/ and Todd G. Shields 

Second, only one of the three-way interactions including independents is statisti­
cally significant at che .05 level, the interaction between incumbent expenditures, e::du­
cation, and independent status. In gene::ral , this finding indicates that incumbent ex­
penditures have a greater effect on turnout among well-educated independents than on 
turnout among educated incumbent partisans. To better illustrate the effect of incum­
bent expenditures on turnout decisions, we have computed the marginal impact of 
incumbent expenditures on turnout for incumbent partisans and for independents across 
education levels. These are displayed in Table 5.9 

As can be seen in Table 5, the marginal effect of incumbent expenditures on 
turnout among independents is greater than the marginal effect of incumbent expendi­
tures on turnout among partisans regardless of the education level con~idered. In addi­
tion, incumbent expenditures have their greatest effect, at least in terms of increasing 
turnout, on Jess educated respondents. Though this is true of all partisan classifica­
tions, the effect appears most pronounced on less educated independents. Because 
less educated respondents are less likely to be exposed to the campaign, only signifi­
cant levels of candidate spending may entice Lhem into entering the electoral process. 
In the average congressional election, only the incumbent is capable of spending enough 
to mobilize these potential voters. Challengers, on the other hand, are poorly situated 
in terms of their ability to mobilize this potential base of support . It seems reasonable 
to suggest, however, that because these respondents combine the traits of political 
independence wi th low education, they may, in some sense. be "ripe for the picking." 
Jn other words, they may provide a potential base of electoral support for any candi ­
date who is able and willing to spend enough to mobil ize them. 

Conclusions 
In the preceding analysis, we have established that candidate mobilization ef­

forts are contingent upon individual level partisanship. As was expected, indepen­
dents are more susceptible to candidate mobillza1ion efforts than are partisans. We do 
find, however, it is incumbent rather than challenger mobilization efforts that influ­
ence the turnout decisions of the independent electorate. We suspect that this relation­
ship reflects two realities of American politics. First, the more the incumbent spends, 
the more competitive the election (Jacobson 1978, 1980, 1985, 1990; Greeo and Krasno 
1988; Goidel and Gross 1994). Second, on average, challengers are unable to raise the 
money required to fully mobilize the independent electorate. 

Like much of the research on congressional elections, the results of this analysis 
do not appear to bode well for congressional challengers. In this respect, challengers 
appear to be at a significant disadvantage in terms of their ability to mobilize the inde­
pendent electorate. Since in many congressional districts the incumbent already has a 
significant advantage in terms of the partisan makeup of the district, mobilizing the 
independent electorate may be the key to the challenger 's chances for electoral suc­
cess. Yet, according to the results of this analysis, it is the incumbent rather than the 
challenger who is most capable of mobilizing the independent electorate. 
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lncumbcnl Expenditures 

Challenger Expenditures 

Age 

Race 

Gender 

Income 

Education 

Senate Race 

Governor's Race 

Closing Date 

South 

Partisan Strength 

P11rtisan Differences 

Appendi7' A: Variable Description 

Incumbent expenditures rnca.~ured in $100,000. 

Challenger Expenditures measun:d in $100,000. 

Respondent age in years. 

Dichotomous variable, coded l for white, 0 otherwise. 

Dichotomous variable. coded 1 if male, 0 otherwise. 

Respondent's family income. 

Respondent's Education. 

Dichotomous variable, coded I if there was 
a Senate race in the stale, 0 otherwise. 

Dichotomous variable, coded l if there was a 
Gubernatorial race in the state, 0 otherwise. 

Number of days prior to the election that 
registration closed. 

Dichotomous variable, coded I if the respondent lived 
in the South, 0 otherwise. 

The respondent's partisan strength. In the equations 
for the separate partisan groups, partisan strength 
distinguishes between strong and weak partisans or 
straight independents and independent leaners. 

Endnotes 

1. One point of clarificacion may be in order. Jackson (1993) used the 1986 NES 
data for his analysis. 

2. As with Jackson's analysis, the NES data were supplemented with expendi­
tures data and information on state closing dates. The expenditures data were taken 
from The Almanac of American Politics. 

The information on state closing dates was taken from The Book of Scates. All 
other data were .taken from the 1990 NES Study made available through the ICPSR. 
The original collectors of the daca bear no responsibili ty for the interpretation pre­
sented in this text 

3. Sec Jackson (1993) for a more complete description of his model. 
See the appendix for a complete description of the variables included in the analy-

sis. 
4. While the substantive interpretations oflhis model do not change when attitu-
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4. While the substantive interpretations of this model do not change when attitu­
dinal measures such as political efficacy and interest in the campaign are included, we 
agree wi th Jackson (1993) that including these variables would require an extensive 
path analysis chat is beyond the scope of chis essay. We do not deny, however, that 
such relationships should be an important part of future research. 

5. It is worth noting the interaction between challenger expenditures and income 
only narrowly missed being sca1is1ically significant at the .05 level. The t-ratio for the 
interaction was 1.55. 

6. Running this analysis as a single equation with intcracti ve terms for the expen­
diture variables and the respondent's partisan similarity with the incumbent indicates 
that only the interaction between independems and incumbent expenditures is signifi­
cant at the .OS level. 

7. We should note that this is true only when excluding the interactions between 
candidate expenditures and, respectively, education and income. As we will demon­
strate lacer. partisans are influenced by candidate mobilization efforts, but in a more 
complex manner than is currently being modelled. 

8. Using a Likelihood Ratio Test, we also tested to see if the partisan interactions 
significantly added to che overall fit and explanatory power of the model. While the 
intc:raction terms did increase the overall fi t of the model, the improvement was under 
traditional levels of statistical significance (p<.05). Substanci vely, while we can con­
clude that there is a ~ignificant differel)ce in the impact of candidate expenditures 
among partisans and independents, this differences does not (significantly) increase 
the explanatory power of the model. Nevertheless, despite the statistical insigoifi­
cance of the Likelihood ratio test, the significant difference between the impact of 
candidate spending among independents and partisans is substantively important be­
cause it indicates that partisans and independents are influenced differently by the 
same campaign stimulus. Consequently, our understanding of the conditional nature 
of mobiliza11on efforts is improved. 

9. These are computed by tal<ing the partial derivative of the equation used to 
estimate the model presented in Table 4 wich respect to incumbent expenditures and 
then inserting the values of the independent dummy variable and the education vari­
able respectively. 
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