Accountability in American Legislatures
Chapter 3
Who represents you in the legislature?1
[Working Draft]
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Saint Louis University
With over a third of state legislative incumbents facing neither a primary nor general
election challenger, many voters do not “have a fair opportunity to cast a meaningful vote for or
against the policymakers” in American legislatures (Powell, 2000, p. 51). The analyses in the
previous chapter provide evidence that candidates’ decision-making is partly responsible for
legislative elections’ inability to fulfill this condition for accountability. After candidates determine
whether to run for office, voters – at least those who have a choice of candidates - decide how to
cast their ballots. This decision brings us to Powell’s second condition for accountability: voters
must “know who is responsible for making policy” (Powell, 2000, p. 51). Satisfying this condition is
fundamental for elections’ ability to create incentives for representation. It would be seemingly
difficult for a voter to punish a state legislator who does a bad job if the voter did not know who
their state legislator was. But as we will see below, most voters do not know who represents them
in state capitals.
Before taking this statement to write off the typical voter as stupid, I ask readers to ask
themselves who your state legislators are. I suspect many readers – if not most – cannot answer
this question. This exercise is not intended to make one feel dumb but rather illustrate that even
those who read books devoted to state legislative elections at times lack the information some may
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perceive to be necessary to hold their state legislator accountable.3 Given the typical voter likely
does not have the same motivation to learn about state legislative politics as readers of this book, it
is then unsurprising – but perhaps troubling – that the American electorate may not be equipped
punish legislators who perform poorly.4
In this chapter, I examine how much of the electorate is ill equipped to hold their legislators
accountable and the reasons for why this is case. Approximately half of voters cannot identify
which party controls their state legislature and fewer know who their state representative is.
Voters appear to be uninformed, but they are not fools. Many make educated guesses concerning
who represents them at the state capital, which better enables them to hold their representatives
accountable. Never less, even when giving the voter the benefit of the doubt that they would more
often guess correctly, voters still appear to know less about their state legislature than they do
Congress or their Governor.
The remainder of the chapter turns focus to the conditions under which voters are more
likely to be knowledgeable about their state legislature. The typical prescribed remedy for low
levels of political knowledge is to enrich voters’ informational environment, such as increasing
media coverage of American legislatures. Unfortunately for the prospects for accountability, state
governments face a severe visibility problem that appears to be getting worse. A third fewer
reporters reside at state capital press bureaus than at the turn of the century, and even if this
declining trend reverses itself, news coverage of state government unlikely reaches many voters. A
particular subset of voters – the rich, educated, and already politically informed - appear to learn
the most about state government from the fourth estate, and even under a hypothetical situation
where the number of state house reporters tripled, my analyses suggest that voters would still be
less likely to identify the party that controls the state house than the U.S. House. Many voters
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Don’t worry. In the next chapter, I won’t ask you how your state legislator voted on a particular bill.
Add something about voter fatigue here (e.g. Nicholson, 2003) ?
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therefore enter the voting booth with little information, and there does not appear to be a clear and
feasible way to change American legislative elections to ensure voters “know who is responsible for
making policy.”
Who is your state legislator?
Concerns regarding citizens’ knowledge of political affairs have been long debated by
normative democratic theorists ranging from Aristotle to Jefferson (Hochschild, 2010). Some take a
dimmer view of voters’ capabilities, characterizing the unattainable democratic ideal of an
“omnicompetent, sovereign citizen” as bad just in the same sense that “it is bad for a fat man to try
to be a ballet dancer” (Lippmann, 1993, 39). Others meanwhile counter that voters can make
reasonable decisions with little information (e.g. Lupia, 1994). The true answer lies somewhere
between these two viewpoints. Even with these disagreements, most agree that voters need some
information about who represents them for there to be meaningful electoral accountability.
Political scientists have largely come to a consensus that “most citizens are politically
uninformed” (Delli-Carpini, 2000) but know surprisingly little themselves regarding what voters
know about their legislature. Most studies of state-level political knowledge focus on gubernatorial
politics (e.g. Jaeger, Lyons, & Wolak, 2014; Lyons, Jaeger, & Wolak, 2013; Squire & Fastnow, 1994)
while research concerning legislative politics is relatively sparse and somewhat dated. DelliCarpini and Keeter (1997), for example, report that 28 percent of voters knew who their state
legislator was in 1966. Studying 3 Oklahoma state legislative districts in the early 1980s, Songer
(1984) found that 25 percent of voters could name their state representative. In a 1988 survey,
Patterson, Ripley, and Quinlan (1992, p. 320) found that 28 percent of Ohioans could “name their
state representative or legislator’s party affiliation,” and in a 1990 survey, Delli-Carpini, Keeter, and
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Kennamer (1994) find that less than half of Virginians could identify the majority parties of the
Virginia House of Delegates or Senate. 5
To provide an updated understanding of levels of voters’ knowledge about their legislature,
the Center for the Study of Democratic Institutions at Vanderbilt University generously allowed me
to place questions concerning state legislators on their surveys of Tennessee voters. In May 2012,
voters were asked to recall their U.S. House Representative, state senator, or state representative’s
names from memory, and in November 2013, respondents were asked to identify these legislators
from a list of names.6
[Insert Figure 1 about here]
Figures 1 and 2 respectively report results from the May 2012 and November 2013 surveys
and suggest that most voters do not know who their legislators are. As summarized by the first
three sets of bar plots in Figure 1, approximately 21 percent of Tennessee voters could recall the
name of their U.S. House representative from memory, but fewer than 10 percent of voters could
recall either their state senator’s or state representative’s names. When given a list of five names in
November 2013, voters were approximately twice as likely to identify their representatives. 43
percent of voters could identify their U.S. House representative, and 26 percent of voters could
identify their state senator or state representative (Figure 2). These identification findings are in
line with those from prior work that suggest approximately a fourth of voters knew who their state
legislator was.
[Insert Figure 2 about here]

The Eagleton Institute asked voters to identify their state senator multiple times in the early 1970s but does
not report if the survey respondent was correct. I welcome recommendations from readers of other surveys
to consider.
6 Voters in November 2013 were asked to identify their U.S. House Representative, state senator, and state
representative from a list of names. Each voter was given a randomized list of five names. One name was
their legislator, three names were other legislators from the same chamber (e.g. U.S. House or Tennessee
House), and the fifth name was either Warren Miller or Donald Stokes.
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Remembering names is difficult for many and knowing my particular legislator’s name may
be an unnecessary, high standard to meet for accountability. Parties famously impose “great
political simplicity” on American government (Schattschneider, 1942, p. 53), and while most
Tennessee voters do not know who their legislator is, the rightmost sets of bar plots in Figure 1
suggest voters are more familiar with the parties that represent them in the state house. Almost
twice as many voters (48 percent) could identify the party of their state representative as
compared to his or her name. With party labels appearing on nearly every state legislative ballot,
these statistics are more promising for the prospects for accountability. A voter then only needs to
know if their representative is a Republican or Democrat and electorally punish or reward
accordingly. Most Tennesseans, however, still gave an incorrect or ‘not sure’ response to this
question, which only has two reasonable answers: Democrat and Republican. Theoretically, a
respondent would have been more likely to correctly identify their legislator’s party by flipping a
coin with a donkey on one side and an elephant on the other.
Before concluding that Figures 1 and 2 merely add to the consensus that voters know little
about politics, it is important to consider how response options on surveys shape respondents’
answers to knowledge questions. Tennessee voters, for example, demonstrated higher levels of
political knowledge when asked to identify instead of recall their legislator’s name, which is
consistent with research that shows recall knowledge questions are more difficult than recognition
questions (e.g. Hollander, 2014). Respondents furthermore did not appear to be randomly guessing
who their legislator was. In the November 2013 survey, each voter was given a randomized list of
five names. One name was their legislator. Three names were other legislators from the same
chamber (e.g. U.S. House or Tennessee House), and the fifth name was either Warren Miller or
Donald Stokes. Respondents then had a 1 in 5 chance of picking one of these political scientists as
their state legislator. But only 1 (of 989) respondent did so. “Incorrect” respondents, while wrong,
at least overwhelmingly chose the name of someone who served in the legislature.
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Tennesseans therefore did not appear to be randomly guessing who their legislator was, but
a majority still stated they were ‘not sure.’ The high number of ‘not sure’ voters may continue to
trouble those who believe one needs to know who their representatives are before voting, but it is
again important to consider how response options influence survey respondents’ answers to
political knowledge questions. Providing a respondent a ‘not sure’ option gives him an easy out to a
question when he is uncertain of the answer, but this ‘not sure’ option will not be available in the
voting booth. Survey research suggests ‘not sure’ respondents are more likely to provide correct
answers if given closed item responses forcing them to give an answer (e.g. Mondak, 1999). To
investigate whether this happens on questions to pertaining to state legislatures, I asked voters
which party had a majority of seats in the Tennessee state house but did so in two different ways.
All respondents were asked the same question, but half of respondents were explicitly given the
options of “Democrats,” “Republicans,” and “Not sure.” The other half of respondents meanwhile
were only given the options of “Democrats” or “Republicans.”
The final two sets of bar graphs in Figure 1 suggest uncertain or ‘not sure’ voters make
educated guesses about who represents them in state government. When explicitly given a “Not
sure” response option, 44 percent responded Republicans (the correct answer), 9 percent stated
Democrats, and 46 percent chose the “not sure” option. When respondents were only given
“Republican” and “Democrat” options, 65 percent responded Republicans, 15 percent responded
Democrats, and 19 percent voluntarily responded “not sure.” Taken together, 27 percent fewer
voters stated they were “not sure” when this was response was not an explicit option, which
translated into an overall 21 percent increase in the number of correct responses but only a 6
percent increase in the number of incorrect responses.
The disproportionate increase in correct answers suggests that ‘not sure’ voters in
Tennessee – a traditionally Republican state – tend to correctly guess that Republicans controlled
the state legislature when forced to do so. Statistical analyses detailed in the appendix,
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furthermore, provide evidence that Tennesseans who live in more partisan districts are more likely
to correctly identify their individual state legislator’s party. While not “omnicompetent, sovereign
citizens,” many Tennesseans appear to draw upon their surroundings to make reasonable (or nonfoolish) guesses concerning who represents them in the legislature.
[Insert Figure 3 here]
Compared to the rest of the country, Tennessee voters seem to be slightly less informed
about their state government than most Americans. Figure 3 summarizes findings from the 2012
Cooperative Congressional Election Study (CCES) and illustrates voters’ knowledge regarding
which party controls various federal and state level political institutions. While 44 percent of
Tennesseans could correctly identify their state house majority party when asked by Vanderbilt,
the rightmost bar plots in Figure 3 indicate that approximately 50 percent of Americans correctly
identified the party with the most seats in their legislature’s lower chamber when asked by the
CCES. By comparison, over 60 percent of voters knew that the Republican and Democratic parties
respectively controlled the U.S. House and Senate in 2012, and at the state level, almost 80 percent
of voters identified the party of their governor.
Voters’ Interest in State Government
Figure 3 suggests Americans’ lack of political knowledge is particularly prevalent at the
state legislative level. But why is this the case? A good starting point to address this question is
provided by the first sentences of V.O. Key’s text American State Politics: An Introduction: “The
American people are not boiling with concern about the workings of their state government. In
competition for public interest and attention the governments of the American states come off a
poor second-best against the performance of the finished professionals who operate in
Washington” (1956, p. 3).
Key’s characterization of voters’ interest in and attention paid to state governments relative
to other levels of government is over sixty years old but still appears accurate today. In the internet
7

era, one way to gauge Americans’ concern with particular aspects of government is to examine
what types of information about politics they seek. Google publishes what its users search for
through their Google Trends service. Using these data, Figure 4 illustrates the relative search
volume by month for the topics of “President,” “Governor,” and “state legislature” from 2004 to
2016. 7 The scale of this figure is normalized to the maximum search volume for one of the terms,
which was “President” shortly before the 2012 presidential election.
[Insert Figure 4 about here]
Sixty years after Key’s introduction to state politics text, Americans are still not “boiling
with concern about the workings of their state government.” They instead appear to most
interested in information about the President (solid line), particularly prior to presidential
elections. During the examined time period, national politics almost always dominates voters’
interests. Only immediately before the 2010 midterm elections did Americans make more searches
concerned with gubernatorial politics (dashed line) that for the President or Congress (not shown).
Search volume meanwhile for state legislature (dotted line) never exceeded that for President,
Governor, or Congress.
Patterns in web activity are consistent with voters’ responses to surveys. Only 12 percent
of respondents to the Vanderbilt poll stated they closely followed news about the Tennessee
legislature and governor. A national 2009 Yale University survey similarly found that less than 10
percent of American voters closely or very closely followed news about state politics. In this same
survey, over twice as many voters reported they very closely followed national politics, and over

Exact search terms or topics were “President of the United States,” “Governor”, and for “State legislature”:
state legislature, general assembly, general court, state assembly, state house of representatives, and state
senate. Readers should note that trends in Figure 4 do not include searches for individual governors or
legislators (e.g. Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger or State Senator Barack Obama), which likely
underestimates search volume for governor and state legislatures. Google provides relative search volumes
by week. For clarity in presentation in Figure 4, these relative search volumes were averaged by month.
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three times as many respondents said they followed the weather forecast very closely (Leiserowitz,
Maibach, & Roser-Renoug, 2009).
Why do voters know so little?
When comparing the extent to which voters follow politics versus the weather, it is
important to consider the opportunities voters have to acquire information about each of these
subjects. Learning about the weather is relatively easy for voters. Individuals can open the
newspaper or turn on the local television news to learn if it is supposed to rain tomorrow. Even
those not particularly interested in the weather learn about it from the news. A sports fan who
watches the local television news to learn sports scores will likely have to sit through the weekly
forecast before the sports anchor takes over.
Given few Americans actively pursue information about state politics, most likely learn
about their state government in the same way that sports fan learns about the weather: without
actively seeking it. This type of information acquisition relates back to Anthony Downs’ idea of
“accidental” or by-product learning. Given the high costs associated with learning about politics,
Downs argues that “the acquisition of any nonfree political information data whatever is irrational,”
and voters instead largely learn about politics as a by-product of other activities (Downs, 1957, p.
239). For example, voters may not follow energy markets, but they learn something about the price
of oil when they fill up their car’s gas tank.
Applying the idea of by-product learning to the media, Markus Prior (2007) shows how a
particular media environment can have varying educating effects on different sets of voters.
Specifically, Prior compares political learning during the “broadcast only” era of television and after
the advent of cable television. During the broadcast era, the nightly network news was the only
show on television in the evenings. Some American television viewers watched the news to learn
about politics and current events, but others tuned in to be entertained. During the broadcast only

9

era, these entertainment seekers were exposed to political events of the day and experienced byproduct learning despite not actively seeking information politics.
The introduction of cable television, however, changed viewers’ media choices and
consequently the overall levels of political learning. No longer constricted by a media environment
that only offered the network news in the evening, politically interested viewers could change the
channel to CNN. Entertainment seekers meanwhile could watch ESPN. CNN viewers continued to
receive information about government and public affairs, but by watching SportsCenter instead of
the network news, ESPN viewers had fewer opportunities to acquire political knowledge as a “byproduct” of watching television. Through a series of experiments and surveys, Prior’s research
shows that voters with preferences for entertainment who had access to cable or more media
choices were less knowledgeable about politics.
Thus, both the media and characteristics of their viewership are critical for political
learning, but for voters to even have the opportunity to learn about state politics from the media,
the media must cover state politics. In the 1970s, William Grommley found that newspapers
devoted less than 18 percent of political news coverage to state and local politics, creating “a severe
visibility problem” for state governments (Grommley, qtd in Rozell, 2003, p. 138; see also Wolfson,
1985; Roeder, 1994, p. 34). More recent studies conducted by the Pew Research Center, Lear
Center Local News Archive, and the American Journalism Review suggest that this visibility problem
has become even more severe in recent decades.8
When asked about the news, Pennsylvania Republican legislative caucus spokesman
Stephen Miskin stated “A lot of people still get their news from TV.” But when describing local
television news stations’ presence in Harrisburg, Miskin continued “they’re not here” (qtd in Enda,
Matsa, & Boyles, 2014). Miskin’s characterization of Pennsylvania television stations’ viewership

For a more extensive review of research on media coverage of state politics, see work done by Christopher
Cooper and Martin Johnson (Cooper, 2002; Cooper & Johnson, 2006, 2007, 2009; Johnson, 2013)
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and coverage of state politics reflects that of the country. More Americans get their news from
television (Mitchell, Gottfried, Barthel, & Shearer, 2016) and watch local television news (70
percent) more often than network (61 percent) or cable news (38 percent) (Olmstead, Jurkowitz,
Mitchell, & Enda, 2013). Local television stations therefore have large audiences to educate and
inform about state politics, but few stations invest substantial resources to cover state government.
As of 2013, 86 percent of local television stations did not have a reporter devoted to covering state
government, and there are no full time television statehouse reporters in 18 states.
[Insert Figure 5 about here]
Local television news stations furthermore produce disproportionately fewer stories on
state legislative politics compared to other levels of government. For example, leading up to the
2002 and 2004 elections, Martin Kaplan, Matthew Hale, and Ken Goldstein in coordination with the
Lear Center measured the proportion of local television news stories devoted to different political
campaigns (Fowler, Goldstein, Hale, & Kaplan, 2007; Kaplan, Goldstein, & Hale, 2003, 2005).9
Figure 5 summarizes findings from these studies. In 2004, the presidential election dominated local
news’ attention, receiving over 60 percent of coverage. State politics attracted more coverage in the
preceding midterm election when 38 percent of stories focused on gubernatorial contests. But even
when presidential candidates were not on the ballot, only 3 percent of local television election news
stories were devoted to state legislative elections. This figure dropped to 1 percent in 2004.10

In 2002, Kaplan, Goldstein, and Hale examined “122 randomly selected local television stations in the top 50
media markets in the United States” (2003, p. 4), and in 2004, examined 44 local news affiliates across the
New York, Los Angeles, Philadelphia, Dallas, Seattle, Miami, Denver, Orlando, Tampa, Dayton, and Des Moines
media markets (2005). Given most media markets studied are in more populous areas, readers should
consider that news stations with audiences across multiple political constituencies (e.g. legislative districts)
may be more likely to cover races pertinent to their full audience (e.g. a presidential or statewide contest)
rather than a subset of their audience (e.g a congressional or state legislative race). There is evidence that
residing in a fragmented media market correlates with lower levels of voter information (Campbell, Alford, &
Henry, 1984; Snyder & Stromberg, 2008).
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In interviews with news staff in Louisiana, Alvarez (2010) also finds that governor receives more extensive
coverage than the legislature. When asked about the declining number of statehouse reporters by the
American Journalism Review, former Detroit Free Press reporter and current associate professor of
communication, Eric Freedman similarly characterized coverage as “pretty skimpy beyond gubernatorial
coverage” (Lisheron, 2010). See also Wolfson (1985, p. 139)
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The lack of local television news stories is likely partly responsible for voters’ lack of
interest in state politics. Kinder and Iyengar (1989), for example, show that when national news
broadcasts include more stories devoted to a particular political issue, viewers rate that issue as
more important. If national politics dominates news coverage, it is then perhaps unsurprising that
voters prioritize national over state politics (Figure 4). More promising for voters’ prospects of
learning about state politics, there is evidence that local news stories about state legislative politics
appear to be more in depth. Kaplan, Goldstein, and Hale note “it was stories about state assembly,
mayors and regional offices that were the longest; stories about these races had an average length
of around 120 seconds.” The authors however continue, “[u]nfortunately, these three offices
where longer stories did appear accounted for less than one-and-a-half percent of all stories”
(2005: 13-14).
Voters’ opportunities to learn about the legislature from local television news therefore
appear to be limited. Most Americans may get their news from television, but studies by the
American Journalism Review and The Pew Research Center suggest that the print media covers state
politics more than any other journalistic medium. As illustrated by Figure 6, there are twice as
many newspaper reporters at the state house as local television reporters. But there have recently
been severe cuts to state house news reporting. Following small increases in the number of
reporters in the late 1990s bringing the total number of full-time reporters to 543 in 2000 , there
were only 355 full-time reporters in 2009, and by 2013, the Pew Research Center found this figure
to fall to 319 (Dorroh, 2009; Enda et al., 2014; Layton & Dorroh, 2002; Layton & Walton, 1998;
Walton, 2000).11 With this decline of over 200 reporters, there are a third fewer full-time reporters

The newspapers examined changed over time during these studies. As noted by Pew, “In order to provide a
direct comparison with today, Pew researchers examined staffing at the papers including in both 2003 and
2009 AJR studies as well as the current 2014 data. Those 220 papers had 467 full-time reporters in 2003,
which dropped to 343 in 2009 and then to 303 in 2014, and an overall decline of 35 percent.”
11
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at the state house than there were at the turn of the century, leaving over 70 percent of newspapers
without a reporter devoted to covering state government (Enda et al., 2014).
[Insert Figure 6 here]
Digital and non-traditional media have replaced some of the print media’s declining
presence in state capitals. For example in New Jersey from 2003 to 2009, the number of full-time
newspaper reporters fell from 35 to 15, the largest single state decline in reporters during this time
period (Lisheron, 2010, see also Walton, 2000), but as of 2013, commercial, digital reporters made
up 13 percent of all full-time reporters in New Jersey. Texas also lost newspaper reporters from
2003 to 2009 but had more reporters employed by non-profit (typically watchdog groups) than any
other state in 2013. New Jersey and Texas, however, are outliers, and non-traditional media outlets
have limited reach. The Pew Research Center identified no digital or non-profit reporters in half of
states, and many outlets struggle to remain financially viable. In states where such outlets exist,
audiences generally are those already particularly interested in state political news (Enda et al.,
2014; Gurwitt, 2008).
[Insert Figure 7 here]
Part-time reporters also help fill state capital press bureaus. Figure 6 illustrates the
number of part-time and full-time reporters by media outlet, and Figure 7 provides a breakdown of
full-time, session-only, and part-time reporters across states. In addition to the 319 full-time
newspaper reporters, there are almost 300 newspaper journalists who cover state government
part-time or only when the legislature is in session, and there are almost three times as many parttime television reporters as there are full time reporters (Figure 6). Only six states have thirty or
more full-time reporters, but fifteen states have at least this many reporters when also considering
part-time and session only reporters. Even with part-time reporters, the fourth estate’s presence at
the state house remains relatively small. Altogether, approximately 1,600 full and part time
reporters covered state government in 2013. By comparison, over 6,800 individuals are accredited
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to cover Congress (Mitchell, Holcomb, & Weisel, 2015), and the National Football League issued
over 5,500 media credentials for Superbowl 50 (Pelissero, 2016).
For readers further interested in the decline of newspaper reporting at the state house, I
recommend the American Journalism Review’s series of articles on the subject from the 1990s and
2000s (Dorroh, 2009; Layton & Dorroh, 2002, 2003; Layton & Walton, 1998; Lisheron, 2010; Stepp,
2004; Walton, 2000). From this series, I want to highlight Charles Layton and Mary Walton’s
account of Jim Mitzelfield, an enthusiastic young reporter of the Detroit Free Press, which illustrates
the influence a statehouse reporter can have on accountability in American legislatures.
*

*

*

One day [Mitzelfeld] heard that the governor had frozen the legislature’s check-writing
authority. It pricked his curiosity. “I was sort of skeptical it would even get in the paper. But I
thought, ‘Well, I’ll ask somebody in the administration about this.’ And it was in the course of
working on this story that a source, in a phone interview—after failing to answer several
questions clearly—said ‘Well, there are rumors.’
I said, ‘What rumors?’
‘Well, there are rumors that someone in the legislature is writing checks out to cash.’
So immediately I said, ‘Whoa! That’s a big story if that’s true.’
After two weeks of digging into state computer records, scrutinizing lists of processed checks
and chasing other leads, [Mitzelfeld] established that staff people in the House Fiscal Agency,
an arm of the legislature, had been writing fat checks to themselves and their colleagues. The
fraudulent checks totaled $1.8 million.
Only hours after the story broke, the governor called for a criminal investigation. It was front
page news for the next two weeks. Five people eventually went to prison.
For a while, Mitzelfeld was golden. But Detroit’s enthusiasm did not last. He would propose an
enterprise story that might take two weeks’ work, and editors would turn it down. In time, he
says, they even seemed bored with the follow-ups on the bogus checks. ‘At two months out, we
were having to fight the battle all over again.’
In 1994, Mitzelfeld was awarded the Pulitzer Prize for beat reporting. But by then he was no
longer a newspaper reporter. “I got a sense that a lot of what I didn’t like about my job at that
paper was happening at other papers,” he says, “and that’s part of why I got out.”
*
*
*
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After Mitzelfeld’s reporting, Michigan state representative Stephen Shepich resigned from
office and was convicted of receiving fraudulent travel reimbursement (Freedman, 2013).
Mitzelfeld exemplifies a state house reporter’s value to the accountability process, but his departure
from the state capital press bureau also reflects a larger trend in state house reporting. According
to the former executive director of the National Association of State House Reporters, Tiffany
Shackelford, “We are also seeing reporters who have been in these states for 20-some years taking
buyouts or getting cut and being replaced by 22-year-olds...These may be talented reporters, but
they don’t have the institutional knowledge. And the statehouse beat is one of the most complex in
the nation” (Smith, 2009). Inexperienced statehouse press corps compound problems created by
state legislative term limits (e.g. Kousser, 2005). As noted by one Michigan state house reporter,
“…partly because of term limits, there’s less long lasting, there are fewer long-lasting relationships
between the media and elected officials and so there’s a little more distrust, a little more wariness”
(qtd in Cooper & Johnson, 2006, p. 21). If Mitzelfeld did not have a trusted source telling him “that
someone in the legislature is writing checks out to cash,” state representative Shepich might not
have been convicted and resigned.
The Media and Political Knowledge
With fewer experienced reporters, the health of the fourth estate at the statehouse is in
decline, exacerbating the “severe visibility problem” state politics faces. However given voters’ lack
of interest in state politics, it is unclear how much the prospects for accountability in American
legislatures would improve if states had more robust press corps at the capital. To shed light on
this question, I evaluate media’s role in the accountability process, first (in this chapter) by
assessing the relationship between the media and voters’ knowledge of the legislature and then (in
the following two chapters) by considering the media’s role in voters’ decisions to electorally
reward or punish legislators.
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For my study of voters’ knowledge, I use the 2010, 2012, and 2014 CCES surveys to estimate
the likelihood a voter could identify the majority party in his legislature as a function of the media
and political conditions within his state. I measure voters’ potential exposure to news coverage
about their legislature in two ways. First, I use the number of full-time reporters (newspaper only)
identified by the American Journalism Review in 2009 or full-time reporters (newspaper, digital, or
television) identified by the Pew Research Center in 2013. When studying gubernatorial politics,
Lyons, Jaeger, and Wolak show that increased media coverage by newspapers influences the
likelihood that voters can correctly name their governor. While the numbers of reporters do not
directly capture levels of media coverage, they reflect the resources the media devotes to state
politics. Since more populous states likely have larger media outlets, my analyses also control for a
state’s population.
Second, I investigate the extent to which voters who live closer to the capital are more
knowledgeable about state government. Delli-Carpini and co-authors presume that “individuals
living near state capitals (where state news is a category of local news) are likely to have a greater
opportunity than the average state resident to learn about state politics and government” (Delli
Carpini et al., 1994, p. 444). Supporting this speculation, Dan Hopkins finds that “newspapers
located in state capitals provide substantially more state-level coverage than others” (Hopkins,
2016, p. 228; see also Alvarez, 2010). If the media helps promote political knowledge, I expect
voters to be more likely to identify their state house majority party if more reporters cover the state
house or if a voter lives closer to the capital.
There are also many non-media explanations for why the electorate knows what it does
about state politics, such as characteristics specific to states and individual voters. As ‘not sure’
Tennesseans likely guessed that Republicans controlled their state house, many voters are not blind
to political conditions within their states. Voters in states with unified government, larger
legislative majority parties, and longer-serving majority parties will likely have an easier time
16

identifying which party controls their legislature. Polarization within state legislatures may
similarly help voters distinguish and identify differences between their state legislative parties as it
does at the national level (e.g. Levendusky, 2009).
Prior work additionally suggests that states’ differing legislative institutions impact public
opinion of state legislatures (Hamman, 2006; Kelleher & Wolak, 2007; Konisky & Ueda, 2011;
Richardson, Jr., Konisky, & Milyo, 2012; Squire, 1993). Using an index measure of professionalism
in a study of seven states, Peverill Squire, for example, finds people are less likely to pay attention
to more professionalized legislatures. One reason Squire posits for this finding is that “people can
focus better on more amateur legislatures because they have shorter sessions, and consequently
receive more in depth news coverage” (Squire, 1993, p. 483-4). To investigate this specific
proposition across a larger set of states, I estimate the relationship length of legislative sessions,
size of legislative staff, and legislator salary has with voters’ knowledge of their legislature. At the
individual level, my analyses control for a respondent’s political interest, strength of partisanship,
gender, age, education, and income (Carpini & Keeter, 1997; Luskin, 1990; Lyons et al., 2013).
[ Insert Table 1 and Table 2 about here]
To assess the relationship between the above variables and political knowledge, I estimate a
series of statistical models where the dependent variable is whether a voter correctly identified the
party that controls their state house. Weighted probit estimates are available in Table 1, and using
these estimates, Table 2 presents differences in the average predicted probability a voter correctly
identifies their state house majority party given a particular change in an independent variable.
The third row of this table, for example, shows the difference in the probability a voter correctly
identifies their state house majority party associated with a 10 percent increase in the size of the
state house majority. The increases in these probabilities for the 2010, 2012, and 2014 surveys
respectively are .023, .040, and .041. These differences in probabilities serve as evidence that
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voters in states with larger legislative majorities are more likely to know which party is in charge of
the legislature and therefore who to reward or blame for good or bad policymaking.
These statistical results also suggest that the media helps educate voters about their
legislature. Voters in states with more full-time statehouse reporters or live closer to the capital
(and thus are exposed to more news about state politics) were more knowledgeable about their
state government. If each state had 5 additional reporters, there would be at least a .01 increase in
the average predicted probability a CCES respondent could correctly answer the question: “Which
party has a majority of seats in the state house?” (Table 2: First Row). Similarly, findings in the
second row of Table 2 suggest that if every voter lived 100 miles closer to the capital, the likelihood
voters could correctly answer this question would increase by a comparable amount. Together,
these findings suggest that the fourth estate helps inform voters of who controls their legislature.
[Insert Figure 8 here]
Differences in the levels of media coverage across states are partly responsible for voters’
knowledge about state politics, but even if every state made considerable increases to the size of its
press corps, voters would still likely know less about their state legislature than about other levels
of government. To illustrate this, Figure 8 uses responses from the 2012 CCES to plot the average
predicted probability that a voter could identify their state house majority party if their state had
different numbers of full-time reporters devoted to covering the state house (solid black line). The
horizontal dashed and dotted lines represent the probability CCES respondents could identify the
majority party of the US House or their state house. Only if the number of reporters devoted to
state government in every state was equivalent to that of Texas – the state with the most reporters
– would voters be predicted to be as likely to identify their state house majority party as they were
the U.S. House majority party (horizontal dashed line).
Unfortunately for the prospects for accountability, it is unlikely most states will experience
this type of growth in news coverage any time soon. Given so few states have populous press corps,
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changing the media landscape to make these types of meaningful differences in state political
knowledge would necessitate considerable resources. Supplying all state capitals with Texas levels
of media coverage would require over tripling the number of newspaper, digital, and television
reporters devoted to state government nationwide. Increasing media coverage of state legislatures
in this way would dramatically reverse the recent cuts to statehouse news reporting in a time
where newspaper revenues have declined by more than half in the last decade (Perry, 2013).
Little media attention is only part of the explanation for why voters know so little about
their state legislatures. Consistent with the notion that divided government can obfuscate “clarity
of responsibility” (e.g. Fiorina, 1995), the fourth row of Table 2 suggests that the probability voters
correctly identify their state house majority party is .13 lower in states with divided government.
Ideological differences between the parties, meanwhile, help clarify state government for voters, as
CCES respondents who live in states with polarized state legislatures were more likely to correctly
identify their majority parties. At the extremes, if all legislatures’ polarization was equivalent to
that of the least polarized legislature in 2012 (Rhode Island), the predicted probability of a voter
identifying their state house majority party would be 0.47. But if all legislatures were as polarized
as most polarized legislature (California), the comparable probability would rise to 0.58, all else
equal.
Turning to institutional features of the legislature, there is mixed evidence of a relationship
between state legislative professionalism and voters’ knowledge of the legislature. Squire posited
that shorter legislative sessions would lead to more voters focusing on the legislature, and findings
from the 2010 and 2014 surveys support this proposition. The estimated effect of shorter sessions,
however, is small, and findings from the 2012 survey actually suggest the opposite relationship.
There is also mixed evidence regarding the impact of legislative staff and salaries. Analyses from
the 2010 survey suggest that more staff and higher salaries for legislators increase the likelihood
voters’ can correctly identify their legislature; findings from 2012 survey meanwhile suggest the
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opposite; and estimates from the 2014 survey fail to reach conventional levels of statistical
significance.
[Insert Figure 9 about here]
Individual characteristics of voters are unsurprisingly some of the strongest predictors of
voters’ knowledge of the legislature. The final row of Table 2 suggests that those who report
following government and public affairs “most of the time” instead of “some of the time” are over 13
percent more likely to correctly identify their state house majority party. Even when accounting for
individuals’ interest in government, statistical analyses suggest that wealthier, educated, and
partisan voters are more informed about their state government.12
Demographic differences between informed and uninformed voters could have important
policy implications if legislators listen more to informed than uninformed voters. To illustrate this,
Figure 9 presents differences in demographics and policy positions of voters from the 2012 CCES
broken down by whether an individual could correctly identify which party controlled their state
house. Almost twice as many correct than incorrect voters had incomes exceeding $100,000.
Correct voters were also 7 percent more likely to support the “Tax Hike Prevention Act,” which
would extend Bush-era tax cuts regardless of income. In addition to be richer, correct voters were
both 5 percent more likely to have health insurance and support the “Repeal Affordable Care Act.”
These patterns in Figure 9 are merely suggestive, but it appears correct voters have different policy
preferences than incorrect voters. As will be shown in Chapter 5, correct voters are also more
likely to punish legislators who they see as performing poorly. If legislators recognize this, they

Analyses detailed in the appendix investigate how individual characteristics of voters relate to their levels
of knowledge regarding their state legislators. Unlike findings from Congress (Dolan, 2011; Jones, 2014),
analyses of Tennessee voters do not provide evidence that women voters are more likely to recall or identify
women state representatives. Bobo and Gilliam (1990) find that nonwhite voters are more likely to identify
nonwhite U.S. House members. I find that nonwhite voters are more likely to be able to identify nonwhite
state legislators’ names or parties, but statistical analyses suggest these voters are less likely to recall
nonwhite legislators’ names.
12
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then have increased incentive to represent these voters - who have higher incomes, health
insurance, and different policy positions.
Characteristics of the electorate may also limit the extent to which the overall low levels of
voter knowledge about their legislature can be remedied. Recall from Prior’s work that media’s
impact on political knowledge depends on traits of voters. With the advent of cable television,
many entertainment seekers who changed the channel from the network news to SportsCenter
received less political information. News junkies meanwhile continued to watch the news and
remain politically informed. Voters’ interest in entertainment versus news then determined who
became more politically informed. Jerit, Barabas, and Bolsen (2006) similarly show that certain
voters – particularly those who are more educated – are more likely to acquire political knowledge
in information-rich media environments, and Price and Zaller find that individuals with higher
levels of prior political knowledge were more likely to be able to recall news stories (1993, 138, see
also Converse 1990). These findings then suggest that the provision of more news about the state
house does not necessarily imply that all voters within a state will learn from the media.
A limitation of the above cross-state analyses is that reported correlations do not
necessarily imply that voters learn from the media. The positive relationships between statehouse
reporters and political knowledge may instead be a result of media outlets hiring more reporters
because audiences in certain states are already more interested in and knowledgeable about state
government. To rule out this alternative explanation for the relationship between the media and
political knowledge, it is necessary to examine the extent to which the same voters learn who
controls their state house over time.
[Insert Table 3 about here]
To conduct such an investigation, I examine the subset of voters who responded to both the
2010 and 2012 CCES surveys. This panel of respondents allows me to examine the same voters
over time, but readers should be cautioned that these voters (who agreed to participate in multiple
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political surveys) have higher levels of political interest than the full set of respondents to the CCES.
Less informed voters, furthermore, drop out of panel surveys at disproportionate rates (Zaller,
1987). Table 3 summarizes differences in voter knowledge between all respondents to the 2010,
2012, and 2014 CCES surveys and those who participated in the panel studies. Compared to all
respondents to the 2012 CCES, panel participants were 13 percent more likely to correctly identify
their state house majority party in 2012. While panel respondents are more politically engaged,
over 40 percent of these voters could not correctly identify their state house majority party in 2010.
If the media helps educates voters from one election to the next, I expect to find a positive
relationship between the number of statehouse reporters and voters’ ability to identify their state
house majority party among these “incorrect” voters from 2010. For this study, my statistical
analyses are similar to those above where Table 4 provides weighted probit estimates, and Table 5
presents differences in the predicted probability a voter from the CCES panel could correctly
identify their state house majority party in 2012.
[Insert Table 4 and Table 5 about here]
When focusing on panel respondents, I again find that voters in states with more statehouse
reporters are more politically knowledgeable, but the media’s educating influence appears to be
concentrated amongst voters who were already generally informed about their state government.
When considering all respondents to the CCES panel, five additional full-time reporters per state
increases the predicted probability a voter can identify their state house majority party by .011
(Table 5, column titled: “Full Panel”). The final two columns of Table 5 meanwhile highlight key
differences between voters who correctly and incorrectly identified the state house majority party
two years earlier. Among correct voters from 2010, adding five reporters to each state results in a
.012 predicted increase in political knowledge in 2012 (Table 5, column titled: “2010 Correct
Voters”). The same increase in media coverage meanwhile appears to have little – if any – impact
on voters who were previously less informed about their state government. Among voters who
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incorrectly identified their state house majority party in 2010, the predicted increase in probability
was only .004 and statistically indistinguishable from zero (Table 5, column titled: “2010 Incorrect
Voters”).13
This knowledge gap between these two sets of voters parallels that found by Price and
Zaller. The media’s role in promoting state-level political knowledge appears to keep certain voters
informed rather than educating the uninformed. Or to use Price and Zaller’s words, “the
informationally rich get richer” (Price & Zaller, 1993, p. 138) The fourth and fifth rows of Table 5,
furthermore, suggest that these voters are also the ones to be most likely to draw upon political
conditions within their states, such as if the majority party in the legislature has more seats. There
are then at least some voters who follow state politics, but a considerable portion of the electorate
appears to be unresponsive to the media’s provision of political information.
Discussion
At the heart of this chapter is a fundamental question for accountability: Do voters know
who represents them in the in the legislature? And the answer is: many do not (Figures 1, 2, and 3).
This is troubling for the prospects for electoral accountability in American legislatures. It is difficult
to punish a legislator if one does not know who to punish. Individuals are ultimately responsible
for what information they carry into the voting booth, but the disparity between what the
electorate knows about their state and national governments is not entirely the fault of the voter.
Elites decide whether to hire reporters such as Jim Mitzelfield to investigate corruption at the
capital, and the typical voter cannot learn about state government if there is no one to report it.
The media’s importance for a healthy democracy has long been engrained in American politics.
Jefferson preferred to have “newspapers without government” over “government without

Findings regarding the influence of reporters are similar when conducting a similar analysis on a smaller
panel of voters who responded to the 2012 and 2014 CCES surveys.
13
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newspapers.” Jefferson would, however, likely be troubled by the recent decline of statehouse
reporting, which has led us closer to American legislatures without newspapers.
The decline of the statehouse reporter is not promising for the prospects for accountability.
Perhaps more discouraging is that even reversing this trend will not likely do much to inform the
overall electorate. Recall, Figure 8 suggests more reporters lead to more informed voters, but it
also shows that if every capital had fifty state house reporters, over a third of voters would still not
be able to identify which party controls their legislature. Findings in Table 5 further suggests a
certain segment of voters exists who will fail to learn about their legislature, even when there is
increased media coverage of state government. Otherwise stated, you can lead some voters to
water – or information about their state legislature – but you can’t make them drink it.
Voters not knowing much about their state legislature is worrisome for accountability, but
what may be potentially more concerning is legislators’ awareness of how uninformed voters are.
When asked by the National Candidate Study, only 15 percent of legislators agreed with the
statement that “voters know who in government to blame for policies they do not like.” If few
legislators don’t believe voters know who to punish for bad policymaking, what electoral incentive
do they then have to produce good policy? As the following two chapters that focus on the electoral
implications of state legislators’ and parties’ own behavior, the answer again appears to be: not
much.
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Chapter 3 Appendix
Predictors of Tennessee State House Knowledge
Using the May 2012 Vanderbilt poll, I investigate the relationship between individual-level
and contextual variables and Tennesseans’ ability to recall their state house member’s name and
party (survey findings presented in Figure 1). I evaluate whether male, older, nonwhite, and better
educated voters more often can identify their legislator or her party. To account for respondent’s
political interests, my analyses include a measure of a respondent’s strength of partisanship using a
folded seven-point scale and individual’s responses to “How closely do you follow news about the
Tennessee state legislature and governor?”
At the legislator level, I additionally account for whether a legislator was of the same party,
gender, or race as the voter. I also account for whether a legislator was a freshman member. Main
findings do not change when accounting for the specific number of years served or if the legislator
was a member of party leadership. Legislators can also build their brand-name by advertising
during campaigns and position-taking during legislative sessions (Mayhew, 1974). I, therefore,
account for how much a legislator raised in campaign contributions in the previous election and the
number of bills and resolutions sponsored by the legislator from 2011 to 2012.
Findings concerning voters’ knowledge of governor’s suggest that voters in electorally
competitive states are more informed (Lyons et al., 2013). Similarly, a voter who lives in a
particularly Republican area may experience less state legislative electoral competition or
recognize their legislator is more likely to be Republican. My analyses therefore account for the
district-level presidential vote share for the state legislator’s party, whether the sitting state
legislator faced a major party challenger in the previous election, and how much a legislator rose in
campaign contributions.
I investigate the role of the media in two ways. First similar to the analyses in Table 1, my
study accounts for how many miles a survey respondent was from the state capital. Second, I
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estimate the relationship between how often a state legislator was mentioned in the four major
Tennessee newspapers and their constituents’ ability to recall or identify their name. Using the
Memphis Commercial Appeal, Knoxville News Sentinel, The Tennessean, and The Chattanooga Times’
online archives, research assistants identified every newspaper mention of each Tennessee state
senator or representative from January 2011 to May 2012. If increased media coverage of state
legislators contributes to more knowledgeable state legislative electorates, I expect a positive
relationship between these variables.14
[Insert Table A. 1 about here]
Statistical analyses in Table A. 1 provide evidence that respondents draw upon their
surroundings when trying to identify which party represents them in the state house. Statistical
analyses suggest that increases in vote share for the incumbent’s party increases the probability a
voter can identify their state representative’s party. Similarly in the voters are more likely to
identify their legislator’s if she is Republican. Neither of these variables, however, has a meaningful
relationship with the extent to which voters could recall their legislator’s name. Living in partisan
districts or states then seems to help voters identify their representative’s partisanship but not
their name.
Findings in Table A. 1 also suggest that more partisan voters or those who report to closely
follow state government are more likely to recall their state legislator’s name and party. The
amount voters are exposed to media coverage concerning their legislator meanwhile appears to
have little impact on voter knowledge. Statistical analyses suggest that neither voters who live
closer to the capital nor those who have state legislators that are mentioned more in the newspaper
are more likely to recall who their state legislator is. Surprisingly, voters were less likely to recall
representatives who position-take or sponsor more legislation.

Current analysis excludes minor mentions (e.g. legislator’s name is only a part of a list of three or more within an
article without any real substantive content). Main findings do not change when including minor mentions.
14
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Figure 1 Tennessean’s Recall of their U.S. and State Legislators

In May 2012, Tennesseans were asked to recall their U.S. House Representative, state senator, and state representatives’
names from memory. Survey respondents were also asked to identify which party controlled the Tennessee state house,
but half of respondents were not explicitly given a ‘not sure’ response option (*).
*

*

*

Figure 2 Tennessean’s Identification of their U.S. and State Legislators

In November 2013, Vanderbilt asked Tennesseans to identify their U.S. House Representative, state senator, or state
representatives from a list of five names. Approximately twice as many Tennesseans could identify their federal
representative as compared to their state legislator.
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Figure 3 Voter Knowledge of the Partisan Control of Political Institutions

Bars illustrate the proportion of Correct, Incorrect, and Not Sure responses regarding which party controls various
political institution, listed on the X-axis. Sample is registered voters from the 2012 Cooperative Congressional Election
Study.
*

*

*

Figure 4 Google Searches for President, Governor, and State Legislature

Monthly relative search frequency on Google for terms related to President, Governor, and State Legislature. Searches for
information about the state legislature never exceed that for the President, Governor, or Congress (not shown).
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Figure 5 Local Television News Coverage of Political Campaigns

Bars illustrate the proportion of local news stories devoted to different types of political campaigns in the 2002 and 2004
elections. Less than 3 percent of stories focused on state legislative campaigns in each election.
*

*

*

Figure 6 Reporters assigned to the State Capital by Media Outlet

Number of reporters assigned to work at the state capital as of 2013 by media outlet type. Most statehouse reporters
work for newspapers, but over there are a third fewer such reporters since the turn of the century.

32

Figure 7: Full and Part-Time State Government Reporters by State

Number of full-time, part-time, and legislative session only reporters devoted to state government by state. States such as
Texas and California have over forty full time reporters at the state capital, but half of states have five or fewer such
reporters.
*

*

*

Figure 8 Predicted Probability of Voters’ Knowledge under different levels of media coverage

Average predicted probability of a voter identifying which party controlled their state house in 2012 under different levels
of the number of full time reporters in each state.
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Figure 9: Demographics and Levels of Issue Support among Correct and Incorrect Voters

Bars illustrate the proportion of voters who could correctly identify the majority party in state legislature broken down by
partisanship, demographics, or policy positions. More informed voters appear to be more partisan, wealthy, and hold
more conservative views on policy positions.
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Table 1: Identification of State Legislative Majority Parties
Variable
Number of Full Time Reporters at State House
Respondent Distance from Capital (in 100s of miles)
Polarization
Divided State Government
Majority Party Size
Years Current Majority Party in Power
New Chamber Majority
Session Length (In 100s of days)
Legislative Staff per Member
Legislator Salary (In 1000s of 2010 dollars)
Follows Gov. and Public Affairs: Only now and then
Follows Gov. and Public Affairs: Some of the time
Follows Gov. and Public Affairs: Most of the time
Respondent Party Extremity
Female Respondent
Nonwhite Respondent
Age (in Years)
Education: High School Degree
Education: Some College
Education: Two Year College
Education: Four Year College
Education: Post-Grad Degree
Income: $30,000 - $70,000
Income: $70,000 - $100,000
Income: Above $100,000
State Population (Logged)
Constant
Log-pseudolikelihood
N

2010
State
House

2012
State
House

2014
State
House

2010
State
Senate

2012
State
Senate

2014
State
Senate

0.012*
(0.004)
-0.071*
(0.01)
0.262*
(0.022)
-0.393*
(0.024)
0.723*
(0.081)
0.000
(0.000)
0.019
(0.028)
-0.001*
(0.000)
0.013*
(0.005)
0.002*
(0.000)
0.37*
(0.058)
0.646*
(0.052)
1.143*
(0.052)
0.085*
(0.009)
-0.374*
(0.019)
-0.035
(0.025)
0.002*
(0.001)
-0.017
(0.057)
0.168*
(0.057)
0.175*
(0.062)
0.303*
(0.057)
0.433*
(0.059)
0.054*
(0.024)
0.190*
(0.029)
0.287*
(0.029)
-0.159*
(0.027)
0.859*
(0.422)
-26882.9
50552

0.01*
(0.002)
-0.041*
(0.011)
0.127*
(0.020)
-0.396*
(0.024)
1.204*
(0.097)
0.001
(0.000)
0.031
(0.031)
0.000*
(0.000)
-0.020*
(0.005)
-0.001*
(0.000)
0.129*
(0.053)
0.514*
(0.048)
1.027*
(0.048)
0.045*
(0.009)
-0.324*
(0.019)
-0.008
(0.024)
0.003*
(0.001)
0.192*
(0.059)
0.382*
(0.059)
0.386*
(0.063)
0.579*
(0.06)
0.71*
(0.063)
0.096*
(0.022)
0.196*
(0.037)
0.257*
(0.029)
-0.037
(0.026)
-1.242*
(0.402)
-28363.6
48050

0.007*
(0.002)
-0.050*
(0.011)
0.146*
(0.020)
-0.479*
(0.028)
1.258*
(0.079)
0.003*
(0.001)
0.172*
(0.029)
-0.000*
(0.000)
-0.004
(0.005)
0.000
(0.000)
0.213*
(0.053)
0.495*
(0.05)
0.98*
(0.05)
0.075*
(0.009)
-0.352*
(0.019)
-0.114*
(0.025)
0.003*
(0.001)
0.07
(0.069)
0.305*
(0.069)
0.316*
(0.072)
0.507*
(0.069)
0.646*
(0.071)
0.129*
(0.022)
0.269*
(0.038)
0.268*
(0.029)
-0.075*
(0.027)
-0.457
(0.414)
-27643
47386

0.043*
(0.004)
-0.102*
(0.01)
0.269*
(0.021)
-0.549*
(0.024)
1.212*
(0.082)
-0.001*
(0.000)
0.368*
(0.041)
-0.001*
(0.000)
0.004
(0.005)
-0.000
(0.000)
0.292*
(0.06)
0.615*
(0.054)
1.119*
(0.053)
0.083*
(0.009)
-0.378*
(0.019)
-0.023
(0.025)
0.002*
(0.001)
-0.041
(0.058)
0.149*
(0.057)
0.15*
(0.062)
0.296*
(0.057)
0.429*
(0.06)
0.071*
(0.024)
0.18*
(0.029)
0.288*
(0.03)
-0.264*
(0.026)
2.339*
(0.409)
-26000.1
50456

0.007*
(0.001)
-0.062*
(0.011)
0.082*
(0.02)
-0.48*
(0.026)
0.668*
(0.075)
-0.001*
(0.000)
-0.207*
(0.027)
0.000*
(0.000)
0.018*
(0.005)
-0.001*
(0.000)
0.11*
(0.053)
0.478*
(0.048)
0.981*
(0.048)
0.041*
(0.009)
-0.289*
(0.019)
0.037
(0.024)
0.004*
(0.001)
0.218*
(0.058)
0.404*
(0.058)
0.429*
(0.062)
0.589*
(0.059)
0.698*
(0.061)
0.087*
(0.022)
0.19*
(0.037)
0.26*
(0.03)
-0.172*
(0.024)
1.087*
(0.369)
-28142.8
47576

0.016*
(0.002)
-0.071*
(0.012)
0.111*
(0.021)
-0.8*
(0.03)
0.701*
(0.061)
-0.002*
(0.001)
-0.325*
(0.032)
0.000
(0.000)
0.023*
(0.005)
0.000
(0.000)
0.224*
(0.057)
0.496*
(0.053)
0.977*
(0.054)
0.074*
(0.009)
-0.313*
(0.019)
-0.064*
(0.025)
0.005*
(0.001)
0.118
(0.069)
0.341*
(0.068)
0.332*
(0.071)
0.54*
(0.068)
0.656*
(0.07)
0.125*
(0.023)
0.239*
(0.036)
0.287*
(0.028)
-0.396*
(0.034)
4.478*
(0.519)
-26714.6
47151

* p ≤ .05

Weighted probit estimates of a voter correctly identifying the party with the majority of seats in their state house or state
senate as a function of individual- and state-level variables. Samples drawn from the 2010, 2012, and 2014 Cooperative
Congressional Election Studies.
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Table 2: Differences in Probabilities of Voters Identifying State House Majority Party
Variable

Change in Variable Value

Full Time Reporters
Distance to Capital
Majority Party Size

5 more Reporters
Respondent 100 Miles Closer to Capital
Increase Majority Party Seat Share by 10
percent
All Unified to All Divided
Standard Deviation increase in
Polarization
Decrease 100 Days
Increase 17 Staffers (approx. NH to CA)
Increase $10,000
$30k-70k to Over $100k
High School to 4-Year College Degree
Some of the Time to Most of the Time

Divided Government
Polarization
Session Length
Leg. Staff Per Member
Legislator Salary
Family Income
Education
Follows government and
public affairs
Party Extremity

Independent to Strong Dem/ Rep
* p ≤ .05

2010
2012
2014
CCES
CCES
CCES
+0.019* +0.016* +0.011*
+0.023* +0.013* +0.016*
+0.023* +0.040* +0.041*
-0.132* -0.134* -0.158*
+0.051* +0.026* +0.031*
+0.000*
+0.074*
+0.005*
+0.077*
+0.109*
+0.178*

-0.000*
-0.114*
-0.002*
+0.053*
+0.133*
+0.185*

+0.000*
-0.020
7.147
+0.045*
+0.148*
+0.172*

+0.085* +0.044* +0.074*

Differences in average predicted probabilities of voters identifying their state house majority party when responding to the
2010, 2012, and 2014 CCES. Differences calculated by using parametrically bootstrap coefficients of those listed in Table 1
and changing listed variable value for each respondent as indicated by the second column, holding all other variables at their
true values.

*

*

*

Table 3: CCES Respondents who Correctly Identified State House Majority Party
Number of
Respondents
Full 2010 CCES
Full 2012 CCES
Full 2014 CCES
2010 - 2012 CCES Panel
2010 - 2014 CCES Panel

32747
52023
49886
19500
9033

Percentage Percentage Percentage
Correct in
Correct in
Correct in
2010
2012
2014
57%
51%
53%
57%
64%
63%
68%
71%

Percentages of all respondents who correctly identified their state house majority party in the 2010, 2012, and 2014 CCES
along with the subsets of respondents who participated in the 2010 – 2012 and 2010 – 2014 CCE S Panels.

36

Table 4 CCES Panel: Identification of State House Majority Parties
Variable
Number of Full Time Reporters at State
House
Respondent Distance from Capital (in 100s
of miles)
Polarization
Divided State Government
Majority Party Size
Years Current Majority Party in Power
New Chamber Majority
Session Length (In 100s of days)
Legislative Staff per Member
Legislator Salary (In 1000s of 2010 dollars)
Follows Gov. and Public Affairs: Only now
and then
Follows Gov. and Public Affairs: Some of the
time
Follows Gov. and Public Affairs: Most of the
time
Respondent Party Extremity
Female Respondent
Nonwhite Respondent
Age (in Years)
Education: High School Degree
Education: Some College
Education: Two Year College
Education: Four Year College
Education: Post-Grad Degree
Income: $30,000 - $70,000
Income: $70,000 - $100,000
Income: Above $100,000
Constant
Log-pseudolikelihood
N

All:
State House

Correct 2010:
State House

Incorrect 2010:
State House

0.006*
(0.003)
-0.058*
(0.022)
0.180*
(0.036)
0.019
(0.066)
1.226*
(0.164)
0.001
(0.001)
-0.128*
(0.054)
-0.000
(0.000)
-0.014
(0.009)
0.000
(0.001)
0.275*
(0.117)
0.753*
(0.106)
1.325*
(0.106)
0.073*
(0.017)
-0.444*
(0.036)
0.009
(0.049)
0.003
(0.001)
0.163
(0.162)
0.260
(0.161)
0.336*
(0.171)
0.590*
(0.163)
0.599*
(0.165)
0.103*
(0.044)
0.202*
(0.054)
0.238*
(0.052)
-1.831*
(0.227)

0.01*
(0.004)
-0.055*
(0.027)
0.164*
(0.05)
-0.106
(0.111)
2.125*
(0.241)
0.000
(0.001)
-0.392*
(0.079)
-0.002*
(0.000)
-0.007
(0.013)
0.001
(0.001)
0.183
(0.193)
0.677*
(0.166)
1.127*
(0.163)
0.028
(0.025)
-0.387*
(0.053)
0.108
(0.076)
0.001
(0.002)
0.055
(0.259)
0.199
(0.258)
0.172
(0.281)
0.497
(0.261)
0.549*
(0.264)
0.082
(0.064)
0.120
(0.085)
0.145
(0.075)
-0.951*
(0.371)

0.003
(0.004)
-0.032
(0.037)
0.112*
(0.057)
0.011
(0.09)
0.316
(0.262)
-0.001
(0.001)
0.078
(0.083)
-0.000
(0.000)
-0.016
(0.013)
-0.000
(0.001)
0.232
(0.148)
0.528*
(0.135)
1.020*
(0.137)
0.076*
(0.025)
-0.343*
(0.054)
-0.113
(0.068)
0.003
(0.002)
0.205
(0.236)
0.226
(0.235)
0.368
(0.245)
0.459
(0.236)
0.466
(0.242)
0.108
(0.063)
0.194*
(0.078)
0.247*
(0.083)
-1.662*
(0.313)

-10132.7

-4953.1

-3962.6

18667

11118

7549

Weighted probit estimates of a voter correctly identifying the party with the majority of seats in
their state house in 2012 as a function of individual- and state-level variables. Sample from the
2010 – 2012 CCES Panel. First column considers all panel respondents, second column considers
respondents who correctly identified their state house majority party in 2010, and final column
considers respondents who incorrectly identified their state house majority party in 2010.
* p ≤ .05
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Table 5: CCES Panel: Differences in Probabilities of Voters Identifying State House Majority Party
Variable

Change in Variable Value

Full Time Reporters
Distance to Capital

5 more Reporters
Respondent 100 Miles Closer to
Capital
All Unified to All Divided
Increase Majority Party Seat Share by
10 percent
Standard Deviation increase in
Polarization
Increase 17 Staffers (approx. NH to
CA)
Increase 100 Days
Increase $10,000
$30k-70k to Over $100k
High School to 4-Year College Degree
Some of the Time to Most of the Time
Independent to Strong Dem or Rep

Divided Government
Majority Party Size
Polarization
Staff Per Member
Session Length
Salary
Family Income
Education
Follow gov. and public
affairs
Party Extremity

+0.011*
+0.017*

2010
Correct
Voters
+0.012*
+0.012*

2010
Incorrect
Voters
0.004
0.011

0.004
+0.035*

-0.023
+0.044*

0.002
0.011

+0.033*

+0.023*

+0.021*

-0.065

-0.030

-0.091

0.000
0.001
+0.040*
+0.133*
+0.197*

-0.000*
0.002
0.014
+0.106*
+0.114*

-7.860
-0.001
0.047
+0.088*
+0.179*

+0.068*

0.018

+0.078*

Full
Panel

Differences in average predicted probabilities of voters identifying their state house majority party when responding to the
2012 CCES. Column titled “Full Panel” considers all respondents to the 2012 CCES Panel, “2010 Correct Voters” considers
those who correctly identified their state house majority party in 2010, and “2010 Correct Voters” considers those who did
not correctly identified their state house majority party in 2010. Differences calculated by using parametrically bootstrap
coefficients of those listed in Table 4 and changing listed variable value for each respondent as indicated by the second
column, holding all other variables at their true values.
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Table A. 1: Tennesseans’ Recall of State Representative’s Name and Party
Variable

State Rep
Name Recall

State Rep
Party Recall

State Legislator
Identification

0.045
(0.911)
0.029
(0.257)
-0.238
(0.206)
-0.369
(0.528)
-0.003
(0.100)
0.083
(0.190)
0.191*
(0.070)
0.080
(0.087)
-0.355*
(0.139)
-0.503*
(0.254)
0.007*
(0.003)
-0.013
(0.038)
0.299*
(0.145)
0.073
(0.369)
-3.513*
(0.454)
-0.031
(0.100)
-0.001
(0.003)
-0.892*
(0.318)
2.777
(2.111)

1.346*
(0.653)
0.565*
(0.190)
0.211
(0.168)
-0.701*
(0.358)
-0.020
(0.089)
-0.109
(0.14)
0.433*
(0.058)
0.034
(0.062)
-0.426*
(0.111)
-0.248
(0.171)
0.002
(0.003)
0.063*
(0.029)
0.622*
(0.124)
-0.054
(0.232)
0.874*
(0.399)
0.072
(0.078)
0.001
(0.002)
0.055
(0.229)
-2.908
(1.529)

1.420
(0.907)
-0.175
(0.270)
-0.113
(0.166)
-0.894
(0.467)
0.158*
(0.060)
0.376*
(0.139)

-249.1

-514.4

-316.1

768

768

739

District-Level Presidential vote for Legislator's Party
Republican Legislator
Freshman Legislator
Nonwhite Legislator
Amount Raised in Previous Election (Logged)
Contested in Previous Election
Follows State News
Respondent Party Extremity
Female Respondent
Nonwhite Respondent
Age (in Years)
Education
Respondent Shares Partisanship with Legislator
Respondent and Legislator are both Female
Respondent and Legislator are both Nonwhite
Respondent Distance from Capital (in 100s of Miles)
Mentions in Major TN Newspapers
Total Bills and Resolutions Sponsored (Logged)
Constant
Log-pseudolikelihood
N

0.004
(0.082)
-0.208
(0.130)
-0.596*
(0.285)
0.017*
(0.004)
0.037
(0.033)
0.122
(0.137)
-0.123
(0.199)
1.321*
(0.446)
0.044
(0.093)
0.003
(0.002)
0.162
(0.190)
-5.487*
(1.285)

* p ≤ .05
Weighted probit estimates of a Tennessee voter correctly recalling the name of their state house member (first column),
identifying their state house member’s party (second column), or identifying their state legislator’s name (third column) as a
function of individual- and district-level variables. Estimates from the first two columns use results from the May 2012
Vanderbilt poll, and estimates from the third column use results from the Nov. 2013 Vanderbilt poll.
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