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ABSTRACT 

Explanations of divided government have focused on the 

differences between the Democratic and Republican parties as 

the reason for partisan paterns of divided government. Yet 

the literature on split-ticket voting emphasizes the 

declining importance of parties in shaping vote choice. 

This dissertation investigates the apparent inconsistency 

and proposes an institutional resources model of split

ticket voting and divided government. The institutional 

resources model argues that changes in the presidency and 

congress in the face of declining parties is responsible for 

the United States experience with divided government. Using 

survey data and aggregate election returns the dissertation 

tests the dominant explanations of divided government 

against the institutional resources model. It concludes by 

argueing that partisan patterns of divided government are 

less the result of differences in the parties today but 

rather the different historical circumstances of the two 

parties. particularly in the South. as institutional 

politics supplanted party politics. 



INTRODUCTION 

Divided party control of the House of Representatives 

and the presidency has been a topic of discussion for 

several decades and research has delved into both the 

reasons for and the consequences of divided government. 

While the election of 1992 may have spelled the end of 

divided government for a time, there is little reason to 

believe it has disappeared for good. Americans have been 

governed by divided party control of the Presidency and 

Congress for the better part of the last 50 years. The 

persistence of divided party control has forced a 

reexamination of traditional theories regarding party 

government, representation, and electoral accountability. 

11 

Many writers on the subject have identified rising 

levels of split-ticket voting as the cause of divided 

government while much of the research on split-ticket voting 

has cited the rise in divided government as the imperative 

for studying split-ticket voting. However, there is no 

research that looks at the attitudes of the split-ticket 

voter and relates those attitudes in any systematic way to 

the occurrence of divided government. The research on the 

two subjects has tended to proceed independently with only 

casual references to one or the other phenomenon. 

In this study, I hope to enter the debate surrounding 

divided government by examining current research on the 

causes of divided government and by developing and testing 
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an explanation for the emergence and persistence of divided 

government which links the structure of elections to the 

occurrence of split-ticket voting. For the purposes of this 

study, a split-ticket voter is an individual who votes for 

one party's House candidate and the presidential candidate 

of a different party. (1) 

This study advances existing research in five ways. 

First, I will elaborate on the relationship between split

ticket voting and divided government with particular 

attention to which split-ticket voters produce divided 

government. The lack of any systematic research on the 

linkage between the occurrence of split-ticket voting and 

divided government is a serious problem given that the cause 

of divided government in presidential elections is most 

likely the split-ticket voter. If all voters vote a 

straight ticket, divided government is highly improbable. 

However, as I will demonstrate, all divided government does 

not result from split-ticket voting nor does all split

ticket voting result in divided government. The American 

National Election Study results show the highest level of 

split-ticket voting occurring to date was in 1992 with the 

result being the first unified government in 12 years. 

Second, a study must be made of the relationship 

between split-ticket voting and divided government from a 

historical perspective. The overwhelming portion of the 
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literature has focused on the post World War II period. (2) 

As I hope to show. a post World War II time frame misses 

important changes in the nature of split-ticket voting and 

divided government. Using aggregate historical data from 

1880-1992. I will demonstrate that structural changes in the 

nature of elections. which are at the root of our current 

experiences with divided government. began to occur before 

modern survey techniques were developed. A long term 

historical approach is needed to fully appreciate the 

magnitude of the changes in the nature of divided government 

and split-ticket voting in the United States. 

Third. while notable exceptions exist (Fiorina. 1988: 

1992) most studies on divided government tend to focus on 

either presidential (Petrocik. 1992; Wattenberg. 1992) or 

congreSSional elections (Jacobson. 1990. Cummings. 1967). 

This study will look at the dynamics of both presidential 

and congressional elections at once rather than focusing on 

only one or the other branch. I develop an explanation of 

divided government based. not on voter perception of the 

parties. but of candidates. Split-ticket voting and divided 

government are dependent on at least 2 separate races and 

therefore we can begin to understand the phenomenon only in 

the context of 2 distinct yet interrelated electoral 

processes. 

Fourth. I will improve upon the current research 

designs by incorporating both aggregate data and individual 
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survey data to asses the claims of competing explanations 

for divided government. A long term time frame (1880-1992) 

will be utilized to examine patterns of divided government. 

Individual level survey data drawn from the American 

National Election Studies will be used to test several 

competing explanations based on conceptions of divided 

government as a result of voters' intentional actions. 

Finally, I offer an explanation of split-ticket voting 

and divided government based on the structure of resources 

in presidential and congressional elections. It is the 

interaction between the way the presidency and congress 

structure elections, in the face weakening of party 

constraints, that leads to split-ticket voting and divided 

government. Traditional party government theories have seen 

political parties as essential to bridging the disparate 

incentives created by the different branches of government ( 

Penniman, 1952i Key, 1942i Truman, 1971i Rossiter, 1960i 

Sorauf, 1968i Pomper, 1980i Sundquist, 1988). The primary 

role of political parties is to structure the election.for 

voters--to provide a rule of thumb. As parties were 

stripped of their tools for structuring elections, the 

institutions of government increasingly assumed those 

functions. As I will argue, the cues currently used by 

voters and elites tend to be heavily candidate-focused and 

the incentive, for candidates, is to exacerbate rather than 
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minimize the inherent conflicts between the Congress and the 

Presidency. 

The remainder of this chapter reviews the research on 

split-ticket voting and divided government --highlighting 

the relationship between the two sets of literature. 

The Nature of Split Ticket Voting And Divided Government 

In order to understand divided government, I believe 

scholars need to look at split-ticket voting. The 

Australian ballot reforms of the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries were structural reforms of the electoral process 

which allowed voters to evaluate candidates separately from 

their party affiliation (Rusk, 1970). While the causes of 

the rise in split-ticket voting are still under question, 

there is little debate regarding the Australian ballot as a 

necessary but not sufficient condition for widespread ticket 

s p Ii t t i ng. (4) 

Prior to the introduction of the Australian ballot, the 

difficulties associated with casting a split-ticket tended 

to preclude it. Voters were given party strip ballots which 

contained only a single party's nominees. Voters desiring 

to split their ticket had to utilize a write-in or paste the 

name of another candidate over the party's nominee for the 

office (Rusk, 1970, 1974: Converse, 1974: Wigmore, 1889). 

Since the adoption of the Australian ballot, there has 

been a trend toward increased ticket splitting among voters 

(Burnham, 1974: Rusk, 1974: Converse, 1974: Epstein, 1986). 
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Split-ticket voting does not, however, have a direct 

correspondence to divided government. 

As Table 1.1 shows, the relationship between split-ticket 

voting and divided government is far from perfect. High 

levels of split-ticket voting sometimes result in divided 

government, but sometimes they do not. 

Table 1.1 about here 

What is perhaps most interesting is that a steady 

increase in split-ticket voting since the turn of the 

century has not led to a direct relationship with divided 

government even in the post-1956 period. 

While Americans, historically, have experience with 

divided government, the last several decades have seen 

dramatic changes in the nature and scope of this type of 

government. Since the end of Reconstruction, there have 

been 70 years of unified party government and 42 years of 

divided party control of our institutions. The 1956 

election marks the key point where changing patterns of 

elections voting began to cause divided government. Before 

1956, divided government occurred with very low levels of 

split-ticket voting. Divided government occurred because of 

a change in the party controlling a majority of seats in 

Congress at the mid-term election. 1956 is the first 

election since Reconstruction in which the incumbent 



presidential candidate increased his percentage of popular 

and electoral college votes, while losing party seats in 

congressional elections. 

17 

Pre-1956 patterns of divided government show divided 

government to occur as the result of mid-term losses of 

seats for the President's party in Congress with no 

President being inaugurated with opposition control of the 

House of Representatives. (3) Post-1956 divided government, 

however, has exhibited a distinctly different pattern. In 

the 10 presidential elections since 1956, none of the 6 

Republican winners has entered the White House with a 

majority of House members belonging to his party and none of 

4 Democratic Presidents has seen a loss of majority status 

in mid-term House elections. In all, the post-1956 period 

has been characterized by unified Democratic control of 

government for 16 of 40 years and divided control with a 

Republican President and a Democratic House in 24 of those 

40 years. The change is remarkable when compared to the 

pre-1956 period when 60 of 76 years saw unified party 

control of government between the Presidency and Congress 

(30 years Republican and 30 years Democrat). Only 16 years 

of divided government occurred between 1880 and 1956, (10 

years of Republican Presidents and Democratic Congresses and 

6 years of Democratic Presidents and Republican Congresses)

-all of which occurred during midterm elections. 

Thus, the pre-1956 and post-1956 patterns of divided 
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government are markedly different and overall rates of 

divided government have gone up dramatically. Any 

explanation of divided government must be able to account 

for the differing nature of divided government over time and 

its relationship to split-ticket voting. Yet as I will 

argue, the roots of divided government go back farther than 

1956. I demonstrate in chapters 2 and 6, there was a 

sufficient disjuncture between presidential and 

congressional elections as early as the 1940's to cause 

divided government. 

The Missing Link 

Research in political science has developed many 

explanations for the emergence of split-ticket voting and 

divided government. While different bodies of literature 

acknowledge a relationship between split-ticket voting and 

divided government, the vast majority of the work simply 

assumes this relationship and moves forward with an 

explanation of either the occurrence of split-ticket voting 

or divided government. The research simply fails to account 

for the mechanics of the linkage between the two. Using 

survey data, a number of studies have looked at the 

attitudinal and demographic antecedents of split-ticket 

voting (Campbell and Miller, 1957; Devries and Tarrance, 

1972; Beck, et.al., 1993; McAllister and Darcy, 1993). Yet, 

these studies have often developed contradictory 
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explanations for split-ticket voting which are not 

compatible with the literature on divided government. The 

literature on divided government (Jacobson, 1990i Fiorina, 

1992i Cox and Kernell, 1991), on the other hand, has tended 

to use aggregate survey results and election data to explain 

the occurrence, at a national level, of divided government. 

The task here is to merge the two levels of analysis 

and develop a comprehensive explanation of split-ticket 

voting and divided government by looking at the relative 

importance of structural and behavioral origins of split

ticket voting in producing divided government. Toward that 

end, I will review the literature on split-ticket voting and 

divided government--highlighting any contradictions or 

consistencies between the two sets of research. 

Split-ticket Voting: An Assesment of the Literature 

Research on split-ticket voting has tended toward 

identifying its behavioral and attitudinal correlates and 

the results have been somewhat mixed. My interest in this 

research is less in what characteristics produce split

ticket voting generally than in what factors lead voters to 

abandon a particular straight ticket vote. Comparatively, 

historically, and in every single United States national 

election for which survey data is available, the dominant 

pattern of behavior is a straight party vote. Table 1.1 

shows that the highest level of split-ticket voting using 

ANES results is 39% in 1992 and averaged 27.2% during the 
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1972 to 1988 period. Looking at split districts, provides a 

similar picture of divided results. The majority of 

districts are unified in any given year. Any study of 

split-ticket voting must be able to distinguish not only 

straight ticket voters from split-ticket voters but also be 

able to explain why individuals defect at the presidential 

or congressional level in different ways and at some times 

but not others. The findings of previous research are often 

contradictory, and although some consistencies are evident, 

I believe a better understanding of how split-ticket voters 

cause divided government can be gleaned by looking at the 

structural and behavioral antecedents of different split

ticket voters. 

The most often cited explanation for split-ticket 

voting is the "decline of parties" thesis. While there are 

several variations of this theory (Reiter, 1985), they all 

share the common view that parties are less influential in 

shaping voters' decisions than they once were. Parties have 

been weakened by the move to an Australian ballot (Rusk, 

1970). The subsequent growth of direct primaries and the 

concomitant loss of party control over the nomination 

process (Epstein, 1986) led to the rise of candidate

centered elections. (Wattenberg, 1984) When placed in the 

context of a government increasingly performing the social 

welfare and patronage functions traditionally associated 
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with political parties, the weakening of party organizations 

and loosening party direction over voters were logical 

outgrowths (Holloway and George, 1979; Epstein, 1986). 

Evidence regarding the growth of attitudinal 

independents and the decrease in the number of intense 

partisans provides some support for the decline of parties 

thesis. Numerous studies document that the greatest amount 

of split-ticket voting occurs among independents while the 

least occurs among intense partisans (Arsenau, 1975; Cowart, 

1973, Campbell and Miller, 1957; Maddox and Nimmo, 1981; 

Holloway and George, 1979; Bones and Ranney, 1981, Beck et 

al, 1993; Schaffer, 1986). 

Another outgrowth of the "decline of parties" thesis is 

research that argues that television has personalized 

political campaigns, down played the importance of party 

organizations, and emphasized the personal attributes of the 

candidates involved, thereby increasing split-ticket voting 

(Mervin, 1973; Pierce, Beatty, and Hagner, 1982). Empirical 

support on this point, however, is mixed. Tarrance and 

Devries (1967) find ticket-splitters to be more informed 

than straight party voters. In addition, split-ticket 

voters rely on a larger number of media sources to acquire 

campaign information and are more frequent newspaper 

readers. Yet in a mUltivariate test of split-ticket voters, 

Schaffer (1986), finds that newspaper readership and media 

usage do not have a statistically significant effect in 



predicting the propensity of individuals to vote a split

ticket. 
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Another explanation is based on inconsistencies between 

party and ideology. Hadley and Howell (1979, 1980) show 

that ticket-splitters are most likely to hold positions on 

issues that conflict with their partisan identification. 

Some have attributed this to "a pre-alignment era" in 

America while others believe the country has been undergoing 

a "secular realignment" (Hadley and Howell, 1979, 1980). 

Yet this seems to be simply a restatement of the "decline of 

parties" thesis. If voters hold positions that are 

inconsistent with their party identification then party 

attachments do not hold the same import that they did in 

previous eras. 

A second prominent perspective on the rise of ticket 

splitting points to growing public disillusionment with 

politics. Mervin (1973) suggests that increased political 

distrust prompts the rise in ticket splitting, while Bones 

and Ranney (1981) suggest that growing public 

disillusionment with politics is involved. Disillusionment 

is hypothesized to cause voters to split their ticket oin 

order to frustrate the parties (Fiorina, 1992) or express 

discontent with the system (Bones and Ranney, 1981). 

In addition to attitudinal causes of split-ticket 

voting, several demographic variables have been found to 
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increase individuals' propensity to split their tickets. 

First, college educated individuals and young people have 

been found to split their ticket more than older individuals 

and high-school graduates (Devries and Tarrance, 1957; 

Campbell and Miller, 1957, Pierce, Beatty, and Hagner, 1982; 

Bone and Ranney, 1981). College educated individuals, who 

have more information and report voting for the person over 

the party, are seen as especially likely to split their 

tickets. Thus the research concludes that rising 

educational levels in the 20th century explain the rise in 

split-ticket voting in this period (Devries and Tarrance, 

1967; Bone and Ranney, 1981). Devries and Tarrance (1972), 

Campbell and Miller (1957), and Pierce, Beatty, and Hagner 

(1982) also find age to be related to the propensity to vote 

split-ticket. Younger voters tend to split their tickets 

more because they have had less opportunity to "act out" 

their partisan attachments. Therefore, these researchers 

argue that the extension of suffrage to 18-21 year olds, 

coupled with the coming of political age of the post WWII 

baby boomers, is responsible for increasing levels of split

ticket voting. 

Several studies have found that candidates affect the 

likelihood of individuals splitting their ticket. 

Preference for the presidential candidate of the party which 

the voter does not identify with, leads to increased 

propensity toward ticket splitting (Schaffer, 1982; Bloom, 
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1994). Incumbency has been associated with increased 

ticket-splitting and the inability to identify more than one 

congressional candidate also results in higher likelihood of 

ticket-splitting (Campbell and Miller, 1957j Cummings, 1967j 

Cowart, 1973j Arsenau, 1975j McAllister and Darcy, 1993). 

Several structural variables have been found to 

increase split-ticket voting. Research has shown that the 

absence of a straight party voting provision on the ballot 

increases split ticket voting (Rusk, 1970j Campbell and 

Miller, 1957, Cummings, 1967j Mcallister and Darcy, 1993). 

A second structural cause of split-ticket voting is 

unopposed congressional candidates (Bloom, 1994j Cummings, 

1967, Rusk and Theis, 1993). An unopposed oongressional 

seat prevents all presidential voters of the party without a 

oongressional candidate from voting straight party. 

Thus there are a number of attitudinal, demographic and 

structural factors have been found to affect an individual's 

propensity to vote a split-ticket. 

Explaining Divided Government 

Scholarly literature has developed explanations for the 

nature of divided government that fall into two distinct 

camps. One set of explanations takes as its point of 

departure the dominant pattern of divided government and 

tries to explain why people choose to elect Republican 

Presidents and Democratic Congresses (Fiorina, 1992j 
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Jacobson, 1990: Petrocik, 1992: Zupan, 1991: Wattenberg, 

1992). The second set of explanations takes as its starting 

point structural changes in elections such as 

gerrymandering, declining presidential coattails, and 

incumbency to explain the low levels of legislative turnover 

in presidential and off-year elections. (Mayhew, 1974: 

Fiorina, 1977) However, the problem with both bodies of 

research is that their hypotheses are not tested on split

ticket voters. By and large, these studies have looked at 

aggregate survey and election results to infer the 

motivations of split-ticket voters. 

The Falacy of Choice 

The contemporary literature on divided government which 

argues that voters choose and desire the outcome has 

developed two particular explanatory frameworks: (1) 

Democratic House candidates are better at delivering local 

benefits, while Republicans have a closer institutional fit 

to the presidency, (Jacobson, 1990, Zupan, 1992: Petrocik, 

1992) or (2) voters choose to split their tickets because 

they want to moderate the policy choices of the two parties 

(Fiorina, 1992). While the two explanations are distinct, 

they are similar in two respects. First, they posit that 

voters intentionally seek divided government. Second, they 

argue that voters perceptions of the parties drive their 

split-ticket vote. Finally, the explanations have not been 

tested in either a comprehensive or critical way. Rather, 
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their proponents rely on rather tenuous claims about 

aggregate rationality and develop tests which on the surface 

seem valid but fail to hold up to careful scrutiny. 

Institutional Fit? 

Gary Jacobson's book, The Electoral Origins Of Divided 

Government, (1990) is perhaps the most representative of the 

first set of intentional choice theories. Jacobson's theory 

involves two interrelated sets of explanations. First, 

district-level data on challengers and incumbency are 

coupled with election returns to explain Democratic 

dominance of Congress. Second, aggregate survey data is 

used to show that voters desire the divided outcome. 

According to Jacobson, the presidency is an office designed 

to deliver collective goods and the Republican ideology of 

low taxes, economic growth, and fiscal conservatism fits 

well with what the voters look for in the President. 

However. as rational individuals, voters seek to moderate 

the local private costs associated with public goods. While 

voters may want the deficit cut. they do not want progr.ams 

cut that affect them. The Democratic party has an ideology 

that is better able to preserve these local benefits and, 

therefore. it tends to put forward better candidates for 

Congress. Voters then choose the better candidate in 

pairwise contests and that leads to electing more Democrats 

who are running for Congress while Republicans keep winning 
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the Presidency. Jacobson goes on to demonstrate how 

Democratic challengers and aspirants in open seats, as a 

group, are of consistently better quality than Republican 

challengers and this explains Democratic dominance of the 

House. He then goes on to show, using aggregate survey 

results, that public opinion sees the President, Congress, 

and the parties in these different ways. In 1984, 82% of 

American voters wanted to cut spending to reduce the deficit 

and 72% were not willing to pay more in taxes. Yet 

majorities of voters did not want fewer services generally 

or Social Security COLAS, student loans, farm programs, 

medicare, civil service salaries cut. In fact surveys 

consistenly want government to increase spending on programs 

for environmental protection, social security, education, 

day care, the drug war, homelessness. Likewise in 1984, 

Republicans were seen as more likely than Democrats to keep 

us out of war, reduce the deficit, see that the country is 

prosperous, ensure a strong economy, handle inflation and 

unemployment. Yet Democrats were more likely to keep the 

Social Security system healthy, see that the budget is fair, 

better solve the problems of American farmers, care about 

people like you, and protect the environment. (4) 

There are several elements that must be present in any 

test of Jacobson's institutional fit theory. First, the 

test must look at split-ticket voters. Second, split-ticket 

voting must consistently, both over time and across states, 
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be in the direction of Republican presidents and Democratic 

congresses. Third, split-ticket voters must see the parties 

as Jacobson postulates and vote accordingly. Issues that 

are hypothesized to be benificial to congressional Democrats 

must be percieived similarly by all Democratic congressional 

voters. Fourth, voters must be aware of party control of the 

Presidency and Congress. While it is not important for 

straight ticket voters to be aware of party control of 

different branches, it is essential that those voters who 

decide to split their votes to have basic background 

knowledge regarding party control of the institutions to 

achieve the institutional fit between the party and the 

office. Fifth, voters who split thier ticket should be 

relatively satisfied with divided government and the 

performance of their congressperson and Congress in general. 

While it may be that split ticket voters are motivated by 

some form of institutional fit this must be tested on split

ticket voters not asserted with aggregate data. 

Recent literature on the subject does not give us hope. 

As many as 60% of respondents in surveys are unaware of 

which party controls the House (Bennett and Bennett, 1993) 

and two-thirds do not approve of divided government (1992 

ANES). To base claims about split-ticket votes on aggregate 

survey results has the tendency to mislead the reader as I 

will demonstrate in Chapter 3. 
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While problems with Jacobson's behavioral evidence 

loom. Jacobson also makes several fundamental errors in both 

the measurement and interpretation of his results on 

challenger quality. First, he excludes uncontested races 

from much of his analysis. While this omission has been 

criticized elsewhere. (see Garand, Wink. and Vincent, 1993), 

it is a fundamental problem. because he eliminates the most 

uncompetetive races from his analysis (the best type of 

opposition for candidates to face) and this has decisive 

effects on his conclusions regarding competition in House 

races. At the most basic level uncontested races force a 

large number of voters to cast a split-ticket vote. All 

voters who choose to vote f0r the Republican presidential 

candidate but who live in a district, which for whatever 

reaSOll the Democratic House candidate is unopposed do not 

have the option of a straight Republican vote. The effect 

of not having congressional candidates on the ballot with 

the presidential candidate on split-ticket voting can be 

illustrated with the three way race of 1992. The absence of 

United We Stand congressional candidates on all ballots led 

to every Perot presidential voter to vote a split-ticket or 

abstain. leading to the high levels of split-ticket voting 

in 1992. 

Secondly. Jacobson's emphasis on challenger quality is 

somewhat misplaced. For Jacobson. the solution to divided 

government is for the Republicans to field a better crop of 
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candidates. Using Jacobson's own results, I will 

demonstrate in Chapter Six, that while challenger quality 

does have a large impact on the margin of victory, it does 

not have a large impact on who will win. The marginal 

effect of quality challengers is important only in the sense 

that they help a party lose by a smaller margin than the 

party otherwise would have. 

Jacobson opens his final chapter by stating "Voters are 

by definition ultimately responsible for the disjuncture 

between presidential and congressional results. A simple 

political explanation is that Democrats control the Congress 

and Republicans control the White House because the voters 

want it that way." (1990, p.l05) While it is true that the 

decision to split ones ticket is ultimately dependent on the 

voter it is highly contingent on the way in which the 

choices are shaped by elites during the campaign and 

election. Voters can not be charged with producing divided 

government if the choices they are presented are in the form 

of uncompetitive pairwise matchings of candidates. As more 

districts become uncompetetive, more voters are left with 

few alternatives other than to vote a split-ticket. A good 

example of this is found in the "Solid South" which had 

extremely high levels of split-ticket voting in the first 

half of this century. Yet, these high levels were purely an 

artifact of the lack of competition in the South. Southern 
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candidates in the vast majority of races simply ran 

unopposed. Republican Presidential voters had no choice but 

to split their ticket or to abstain. Either way, they were 

unable to cast a straight-party vote. The view of 

competition as a two stage process, where elites structure 

choices and the voters choose between them, is essential to 

understanding the patterns of split ticket voting and 

divided government. I will show in Chapter 6, that House 

elections are becoming less competitive primarily because of 

the choice voters are presented rather than the way voters 

choose to vote. 

I will evaluate Jacobson's theory in two parts, 

addressing the behavioral arguement in Chapters 3 and 4, 

while addressing the quality challenger argument in Chapter 

6. 

Balancing Extremist Parties? 

Fiorina (1988, 1992) advances another perspective which 

also claims that divided government occurs because people 

want it that way. He attempts to show that voters, as a 

group, demonstrate rationality in choosing divided 

government, because the parties are viewed as too extreme 

and dividing control of government's institutions forces 

compromise and moderation. This explanation suffers from 

methodological problems as well as theoretical shortcomings. 

Methodologically, the only evidence Fiorina puts forward in 

his book, Divided Government (1992), to support this claim 
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is aggregate survey data. Fiorina compares the mean voter 

position on a variety of issues to the mean voter perception 

of party positions. Since mean voter position falls midway 

between mean party position, this is taken as evidence that 

voters want divided government. According to Fiorina, those 

voters who fall between the two parties on issues are more 

likely to split their ticket. While this may be a classic 

way of reviving the rationality of the public, this is 

hardly how one would impugn motives to ticket splitters. To 

see if ticket splitting is related to a desire to moderate 

party differences, then, one must only look at split-ticket 

voters--not all voters. One would expect that strong 

partisans, not ticket-splitters, would see the opposition as 

extreme which leads to the mean of all voters being an 

exercize in regression to the mean. 

In addition, as Fiorina (1992) points out, ticket 

splitting is strongly related to weak partisanship and low 

levels of ideological thinking. Ironically, these are the 

voters who are least likely to have well developed issue 

perceptions of the parties or candidates (Converse, 1966; 

Rusk, 1987) 

This problem becomes even more telling when one 

considers that Fiorina uses a rational choice framework for 

explaining split-ticket voting. As Fiorina demonstrates in 

Chapter 5 of his book, theoretically, it is possible for 
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moderate voters to split their ticket to create divided 

government and achieve moderate outcomes when confronted 

with extremist parties. Using a hypothetical example, 

Fiorina elaborates on the logic of collective rationality in 

mass publics through spatial modeling. However Fiorina 

leaves out one crucial ingredient of spatial modeling: the 

distribution of public opinion. While it is impossible to 

know why he did this, it can be easily rectified. Fiorina 

must have assumed a bimodal distribution of public opinion 

in order for the parties to behave as they do in a winner 

take all, district based system (Downs, 1957; Riker, 1962; 

Enelow and Hinich, 1990). If one were to apply the rational 

choice logic of Fiorina to a political system with unimodal 

public opinion, one of the two parties would move to the 

modal position. In fact, it is relatively easy to test the 

distribution of American public opinion and peoples' 

perceptions of the parties. I will demonstrate that the 

very logic of Fiorina's theoretical argument is undermined 

when one looks at the distribution of public perceptions of 

parties. 

Ultimately, Fiorina and Jacobson posit the fundamental 

importance of political parties at a time when voting 

behavior literature is seriously questioning their 

importance in structuring the voting decision, especially in 

congressional elections (Burnham, 1965; Ferejohn, 1977; 

Epstein, 1986: Sundquist, 1988; Wattenberg, 1984: Hinkley, 
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1981). In addition the explanations seem especially odd 

when one considers that the decline of parties thesis is the 

primary explanation for split-ticket voting. 

To posit that the voter's perceptions of the parties 

provides the motive for ticket splitting, as all theories of 

intentional choice do, is ironic at best in an era of 

declining partisanship. I would hypothesize that parties, 

far from being the cue that drives split-ticket voting, are 

viewed as very similar by split-ticket voters. It is 

precisely because parties are not structuring the elections 

among voters, as they once did, that other cues take center 

stage and split-ticket voting has reached the levels that it 

has. 

The Evidence 

Several studies have recently begun to emerge which 

attempt to test the behavioral calculus of the policy 

balancing and institutional fit theories. (Bloom. 1994; 

Alvarez and Schousen, 1993; Born, 1994; Fiorina, 1988, 1994) 

The results have been mixed with Bloom finding no support 

for either theory, Alvarez and Schousen finding support for 

only the institutional fit theory, Born finding little 

support for Fiorina, and Fiorina interpreting Born's results 

as confirmation for his policy balancing theory. 

I believe that no definitive results have emerged yet 

for three reasons. First, each of these studies has failed 
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to conceptualize split-ticket voting in a way that is useful 

in determining its causes; second, each has missed the 

fundamental theoretical problems with the policy balancing 

and institutional fit theories; and third, the studies 

explain very little of the variance in split-ticket voting. 

Conceptually there are two different types of split

ticket voters: those who defect from their straight party 

at the congressional level; and those who defect at the 

presidential level. Voters in the U.S. political system 

can defect in either of the two races. Categorizing voters 

as split or straight misses the fact that there are two 

results of straight ticket voting (straight Democrat and 

straight Republican) and two results of split-ticket voting 

(Republican president and Democratic Congress (RPDC) and 

Democratic President and Republican Congress(DPRC). Since 

we know that straight Republican voters differ from 

straight Democratic voters in a variety ot attitudinal and 

demographic measures, it would seem logical to assume that 

different factors influence different types of split-ticket 

voters. 

Second, from a theoretical standpoint each of the 

authors fail to recognize that political parties have little 

incentive to behave as Jacobson and Fiorina describe, 

especially with normally distributed public opinion. Each 

study simply assumes the usefulness of the theories and 

proceed to test their behavioral implications. 
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Finally, methodologically these studies also share a 

fundamental flaw. The models are weak when it comes to 

their predictive power. All the models using logit analysis 

present prediction rates of between 70% and 85%. Given 

that the assumption of complete straight ticket voting 

produces a 75% correct prediction rate, these models fail to 

explain much of the variance in voting. Yet, because of the 

high number of observations, individual variables are 

significant. The challenge of any multivariate model 

explaining split-ticket voting is to substantially surpass 

the prediction rate of 75% correct generated by the 

assumtion of all straight party voting in 1988. (5) In fact 

from 1952 to 1992 the average level of st~aight ticket 

voting in elections which produce divided government was 

76%, while 79% of voters voted a straight ticket in 

elections which resulted in unified government. 

The Structure of Choice 

The second set of explanations for divided government 

focuses on the structural antecedents of vote choice. The 

two most often cited are gerrymandering and incumbency. 

These explanations also provide little hope for 

understanding the emergence of divided government. While 

current research has contributed much to understanding their 

effects (or lack thereof), neither explanation in and of 

itself is sufficient in considering divided government. 
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Gerrymander? 

The argument for gerrymandering tends to be a partisan 

political one that is often used by Republicans as a reason 

for their poor congressional election performance. Citing 

the infamous Burton gerrymander of California in 1980. 

Republicans believe that state legislatures (predominantly 

Democrat) have drawn district lines in such a way that the 

net effect nationwide is to deprive the Republicans of their 

deserved legislative majorities. However. gerrymandering as 

Cain (1984) Ferejohn (1977) Butler and Cain (1992) and 

Jacobson (1990) demonstrate. can hardly be considered a 

factor for Democratic dominance of Congress. The 

gerrymandering argument assumes that Republican 

congressional candidates receive as much of the national 

vote as Republican presidential candidates but have more 

wasted votes. Although this happened in 1992 in a losing 3-

way race for President. Republican House candidates have not 

received as large a percentage of the national vote as their 

presidential candidate since 1952, the last time there was 

unified Republican government. They have not even received 

pluralities (Nemi and Weissberg, 1990). 

In addition, in single-member districts with two party 

competition, there is a curvelinear relationship between 

seats and votes (Taagelpera and Schugaart, 1989; King and 

Browning, 1987). Thus, winning 45 percent of the vote does 

not ensure 45 percent of the seats. Yet this bias in seat 
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to vote translation has been shown to benefit 

Republicans. (King and Browning, 1987: Brady and Groffman, 

1992) Republicans are likely to pick up a larger number of 

seats for their given vote share than Democrats, after 

controlling for incumbency, primarily because the 

geographical concentration of Democrats in urban areas leads 

to more "wasted votes". (King and Gelman, 1991) 

The dynamics of gerrymandering tend to make it 

difficult to help Democrats without creating Republican 

districts at the same time. Since Baker v. Carr, the 

Supreme Court case which outlawed malapportionment, there is 

no way to gerrymander a majority out of more than a few 

seats nationally (Cain, 1992) and research on congressional 

elections is almost unanimous in discounting its effects 

(Mann, 1978). 

Incumbency? 

While incumbency is a popular explanation for the 

Democratic lock on the House of Representatives, it too has 

problems in explaining divided government. The incumb~ncy 

argument sees the rise of incumbent electoral safety as 

resulting from several factors: 1) the increasing role of 

congresspersons as local omsbudsmen and with the parallel 

rise in staff and expenses (Mayhew, 1974; Fiorina, 1979; 

Yiannakis, 1981; Feldman and Jondrow, 1983; Cover, 1980); 2) 

weaker congressional challengers (Hinckley, 1981: Mann and 
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Wolfinger, 1980). Democrats, who controlled the House when 

personal incumbency began to become important, have 

continued their dominance in the House. 

There are several problems with incumbency as the cause 

of divided government. First, the incumbency advantage is 

dated by most scholars (see Beth, 1984 for a good review) as 

arising in the mid-1960's. Yet divided government first 

occurred in 1956, before most congressional scholars see a 

rise in incumbency advantage. While some scholars maintain 

there was always an incumbency advantage (King and Gelman, 

1991, Alford and Brady, 1993) and this advantage has grown 

over time, their data do not show any large increases in the 

incumbency advantage which coincide with the emergence of 

divided government and more importantly split-ticket voting. 

Second, even with the abysmally low incumbency defeat 

rates of the post World War II era, these are high enough to 

produce a full turnover in the House every 20 years 

(Jacobson, 1990) and most seats have been open at least once 

between 1972 and 1988. However, what aggregate statistics 

such as those in Jacobson tend to obscure is that the number 

of districts that have changed party control are fewer in 

number and change hands less often than in they once did. 

(6) 

I will argue in chapter 6 that two interconnected 

trends, over the long term--the decrease in open seats and 

the decreasing incumbency defeat rates--have contributed to 
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the decreasing number of seat changes. I will also 

demonstrate that incumbency has produced less competitive 

districts. Incumbency may help to explain the changes in 

competition at the congressional level, (see: Garand, Wink, 

and Vincent, 1993; Ragsdale, 1981; Erikson and Wright, 1985) 

but if incumbency is both a Democratic and Republican 

phenomenon (Jacobson and Kernell, 1986), it does not go very 

far in exlaining Democratic dominance of Congress. I will 

argue that incumbency is important, particularly when one 

looks at the effect of incumbency in structuring resources 

at the district level but incumbency is not the reason for 

divided government. 

Perhaps Cummings (1967) came closest to bridging the 

gap between studies of split-ticket voting and divided 

government. He focused on divided district outcomes in 

Presidential and Congressional elections from 1924-1966 and 

devoted a chapter to split-ticket voting. Cummings 

identifies a trend toward the decreased sectional nature of 

American politics and also identified the role of incumbency 

in producing divided government. In addition, Cummings 

looked at the interaction between presidential and 

congressional elections. Yet, Cummings fails to asses the 

role of presidential elections in causing divided 

government, placing responsibility squarely on the shoulders 

of incumbents. 
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Conclusion 

Thus there are a number of issues that need to be 

addressed. Is split-ticket voting a result of Congressional 

elections, Presidential elections, or some combination of 

each? Are voters choosing to split or splitting because of 

their choices? What causes split-ticket voting to result in 

divided government at some times and not others? Over the 

course of the next six chapters I hope to answer these and 

other questions regarding split-ticket voting and divided 

government. 

In this book, I will show that patterns of divided 

government and split-ticket voting are more complex and 

their relationship more indirect than is often assumed, 

specifying the mechanics of the linkage in chapter 2. I 

will look at contemporary explanations of divided government 

based on the rationality of voters in chapter 3. Chapter 4 

tests these explanations of split-ticket voting in 

multivariate models and introduces an alternative 

explanation of split-ticket voting based on the rationality 

of parties. Chapter 5 presents an aggregate historical 

model explaining levels of split-ticket voting across states 

as a function of political variables, particularly president 

and incumbency interactions. I argue the best explanation 

of split-ticket voting and divided government focus on the 

way the institutions of the Presidency and Congress shape 

elections in the face of the declining importance of 
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parties. 

Chapter 6 presents evidence that the changing structure 

of competition at the presidential and congressional levels 

is responsible for our current patterns of divided 

government. Chapter 7 argues for a theory of voting that 

places primacy on the behavioral and structural consequences 

of institutions of government. As parties lost their tools 

for shaping elections over voters and elites. the 

institutions of Congress and the Presidency became 

increasingly important. The inherent differences between 

the way the Presidency and Congress shape incentives for 

elites in the absence of party constraints provides the 

basis for the way unified and divided government occur and 

function. 
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Notes 

1) Different authors define split-ticket voting in different 
ways. The crux of the question revolves around how many 
races and which races are included in the measure. Since 
the puzzle of interest is the occurance of divided 
government at the national level. I believe it makes sense 
to include only federal offices. The Senate has been 
excluded for several reasons. First. only one third of the 
Senators come up for election each cycle. which drastically 
reduces the sample size for any data analysis. In addition. 
including the Senate would mean that the measure of split
ticket voting would be different for some voters at the 
individual level. and some states at the aggregate level. 
It seems preferable to this author that the dependent 
variable be measured in the same way across time and units 
of analysis. 

2) The exeption to this statement is Cummings(1967). 

3) Two elections do violate that generalization. The 
elections of 1848 and 1876 created divided government in a 
presidential election year. I discuss these two elections 
in Chapter 2. 

4) All conclusions are from Jacobson. 1990. 

5) Rates of Straight party voting vary by year. 75% is for 
1988. Other years can be calculated from Table 1.1 

6) For instance. you could have 430 seats turnover in a ten 
election period but it makes a huge difference in 
understanding competition in the House if all districts 
changed hands once during the period or if it was the same 
43 districts that switched partisan control every election. 
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Table 1.1 
Divided Government, Split Results, 

and Split Ticket Voting 
------------------------------------------------------------
Year Un if ied/ % Districts % STY % STY % STY 

Divided Split (ANES) (State) (Nation) 
------------------------------------------------------------
1900 u 3.4 2.3 -1. 22 
1904 u 1.6 4.4 -2.94 
1908 u 6.7 3.8 -2.20 
1912 u 25.2 8.8 7.09 
1916 u 10.5 4.9 3.14 
1920 u 3.2 4.8 -1. 83 
1924 u 11.8 8.7 -6.85 
1928 u 18.9 9.3 -1. 22 
1932 u 14.1 4.7 3.00 
1936 u 14.1 5.3 3.69 
1940 u 14.6 5.8 1. 85 
1944 u 11. 2 5.9 1. 21 
1948 u 21. 3 5.6 -1. 40 
1952 u 19.3 12 9.96 -5.59 
1956 d 29.9 16 12.2 -8.80 
1960 u 26.1 14 9.6 -4.98 
1964 u 33.3 14 10.9 3.37 
1968 d 32.0 17 7.7 -1. 59 
1972 d 44.1 30 16.8 -15.04 
1976 u 28.5 27 9.8 -6.52 
1980 d 32.8 28 12.4 -6.65 
1984 d 43.7 25 12.2 -12.02 
1988 d 34.0 26 12.1 -8.19 
1992 u 23.4 39 9.6 -1. 40 

Sources: % of districts with split results from Ornstein, 
Mann, and Malbin, Vital statistics adn Cummings, 1967. % STY 
(ANES) is split-ticket voting as a percent of total 
respondents, calculated by the author from the American 
National Election Study, Cumulative file (ICPSR #8475) . 
American National Election Study, 1988(ICPSR #9196) and the 
American National Election Study, 1992 (ICPSR #6067). % STY 
(state) is the absolute difference in the Democratic 
percentage of the 2 party vote President and Congress, 
calculated by the author from data availiable from the ICPSR 
(study #0019 and #0075). % STY (nation) is calculated from 
Mackie and Rose, (1992) as the difference between the 
Democratic percent of the two party vote for Congress and 
the President nationally. A negative value means that the 
Republican Presidential candidate outpolled the sum of 
Republican Congressional candidates votes. A positive Value 
indicates that the Democratic presidential candidates 
outpolled Democratic congressional candidates. 
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DISCOVERING THE RELATIONSHIP 

Divided government is a macro outcome which is 

dependent on a collection of micro voting decisions and to 

date there has been little specification of the relationship 

between the two. In this chapter, I make two central 

points. First, the relationship between split-ticket voting 

and divided government is more complex than other research 

has acknowledged. Second that patterns of split-ticket 

voting and divided government correlate more highly with 

presidential election results than with congressional 

election results. 

Causes of Divided Government 

In looking at the occurrence of divided government in 

presidential election years, there are three possible 

causes. First, the unique American twist on popular 

elections--the Electoral College--may lead to a presidential 

candidate carrying the Electoral College whose party loses 

the popular vote for both President and Congress.(!) 

Second, the different district sizes for presidential and 

congressional elections under a winner-take-all votes-to

seats translation system could lead to a winning 

presidential candidate whose party gains minority 

representation in the House of Representatives despite 

having a majority of popular votes. Third, since voters 

must vote separately for the presidential and congressional 

candidates of their choice, split-ticket voting may be the 
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reason for divided government in presidential election 

years. When split-ticket voting is the cause of divided 

government one party wins a majority of the popular votes 

for president and the Electoral College while another party 

wins a majority of the national popular vote for Congress 

and control of the House of Representatives. 

Each American experience with divided government in 

presidential election years before 1956 was produced by one 

of the first two processes, while every experience since 

1956 has occurred because of the third. Only two elections 

between 1832 and 1955 produced divided control of the 

Presidency and the House of Representatives in a 

presidential election year.(2) 

The election of 1876 led to the Electoral College 

victory of Republican Rutherford B. Hayes over popular vote 

winner, Democrat Samuel Tilden. In that election, the 

Democrats carried the House and the popular vote for 

President, but contested electoral votes in three southern 

states led to a decision by a special bipartisan electoral 

commission to back Hayes.(3) 

The other occurrence of divided government in a 

presidential election year before 1956 was the election of 

1848. This was a three way presidential race in which 

former Democratic president Martin Van Buren, the nominee of 

the Free Soil party, took 10 percent of the national vote 
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and percentages of 25% or more in many large northern states 

like New York and Massachusetts. This threw the 

presidential election to the Whigs. But the aggregation of 

congressional votes from the district to the national level 

turned a 45% vote plurality in the national congressional 

vote total into a 45% Whig minority in the House of 

Representatives even as the Whigs carried the White House. 

Despite receiving 9% of the congressional vote, the Free 

Soil party received just 4.5% of the seats in Congress. The 

Democrats lost the popular vote for President and Congress 

nationally, but were able to capture a majority of seats in 

the House. 

There are 435 electoral arenas for congressional 

elections and 50 electoral arenas in presidential elections. 

While the two are related, they are not the same. 

Presidential candidates who win by large majorities in many 

small states and lose by small margins in a few large states 

can find themselves on the short end of the electoral 

college vote despite a small majority in the popular vote. 

So too, parties can win large numbers of congressional seats 

by small majorities and lose a few districts by large 

majorities, ending up with a majority in the House, despite 

losing the aggregated popular vote. This tendency is even 

stronger in multi-party races such as the election of 1848. 

Table 2.1 about here 
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Table 2.1 illustrates this possibility. For purposes 

of simplicity. let us assume that there are five states with 

10 Senate seats and 15 House seats. The electoral vote 

totals 25. (4) Party Y received slim majorities in enough 

congressional districts to give it a 10 to 5 seat advantage 

and control of the House. while it lost the national popular 

vote and the Electoral College. This was essentially the 

dynamic of the 1848 election. although there were three 

parties. This result reveals the shortcoming of winner

take-all. single member district. (Taagelpera and Schugart. 

1989) The Cube Law. as it has been called. demonstrates that 

a single member district with plurality winner electoral 

system does not translate votes into a strictly linear 

relationship with seats (King and Browning, 1987: Taagelpera 

and Schugart, 1989). The curvilinear relationship outlined 

by Taagelpera and Schugart (1989) shows that the district 

based system is particularly onerous to small third parties, 

which have a broad national vote but lack a strong regional 

base. The states in which the Democratic candidates were 

most hurt by the Free Soil challenge led to large Whig 

majorities in a minority of districts. which. when 

aggregated nationally. offset slim Democratic pluralities in 

a majority of the districts. 

Clearly these examples are unique and with those two 

exceptions. in every election since the development of two 
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party competition, the House of Representatives and the 

Electoral College were carried by the same party. (5) Until 

1956, winners of two way presidential elections had always 

carried the House and with the exception of 1884 had carried 

the Senate. Divided government occured with off-year 

elections and changes in the partisan makeup of the House. 

The current experience with divided government is not 

characterized by the incongruities that stem from differing 

district sizes and their aggregation or the Electoral 

College blunting popular mandates. As I mentioned in 

chapter 1, Republicans have not received even a plurality of 

popular votes nationally for Congress since 1952. For 

gerrymandering to work as an explanation of divided 

government, Republicans must have recieved at least a 

majority of the national vote with gerrymandering biasing 

the degree to which Republicans "waste votes". Yet this 

condition is not present. Contemporary research on the 

translation of seats to votes in congressional elections 

shows that the bais favors the Republicans (King and 

Browning, 1987; Brady and Grofman, 1992). In addition, some 

recent research which looks at the possibility of the 

Electoral College electing a "wrong winner" has concluded 

that (contrary to popular perception) the Democrats are the 

likely beneficiaries resulting in "wrong winner" unified 

government (Abbot and Levine, 1992; Yunker and Longley, 

1976; Nelson, 1976). Thus, the current experience with 
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divided government is a direat result of split-ticket 

voting. Divided government has been occurring precisely 

because Republican presidential candidates have garnered 

pluralities or majorities of the popular vote in every 

election they have won since 1952, as Republican 

congressional candidates failed to receive even a plurality 

of the national votes. Voters have systematically voted in 

greater numbers for Republican presidential nominees, while 

at the same time they have given majorities to Democratic 

candidates for Congress. 

Patterns Of Split Ticket Voting 

While split-ticket voting is one potential cause of 

divided government, equal levels of split-ticket voting may 

or may not lead to divided government. Table 2.2 presents 

four hypothetical distributions of straight and split-ticket 

voting. As Table 2.2 shows, with only a small change in 

levels of split-ticket voting the outcome can change from 

unified to divided. Either type of unified or divided 

government is possible within that margin. Each outcome is 

dependent on 5% split-ticket voting and 95% straight party 

voting and these total levels of straight and split ticket 

voting never change. 

Table 2.2 about here 
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For split-ticket voting to cause divided government, 

the degree of ticket splitting for Republican presidents and 

Democratic members of Congress in 1956, 1968, 1972, 1980, 

1984, and 1988 had to be high enough not only to offset 

Democratic president and Republican congressional split-

ticket voting but also high enough to give Republican 

presidential candidates a large enough margin to overcome 

Democratic advantages in straight ticket voting. 

Table 2.3 about here 

Split-ticket Voting: Individual Level Measures 

Table 2.3 shows the levels of straight and split-ticket 

voting from 1952 to 1992, by census region, using ANES 

survey results.(6) Levels of split-ticket voting have 

decreased or remained constant in the South, while 

increasing in the rest of the country. In 1952 levels of 

split-ticket voting were 37% in the South but just 7% to 8% 

in the rest of the country. By 1972 Southern split-ticket 

voting was at 42% while nonsouthern split-ticket voting 

ranged between 23% and 28%. By 1992 nonsouthern split-

ticket voting ranged between 39% and 41% while Southern 

split-ticket voting was 36%. 

In addition, the type of split-ticket voting that 

occurs is dependent on the election year and the 

presidential contest. In 1960, a close presidential 

election, levels of split-ticket voting were lower than both 
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the preceding and following elections. In 1964, the 

Johnson/Goldwater election saw overwhelming numbers of 

split-ticket voters outside the South, voting for Republican 

congressional candidates. Overall, the table suggests that 

the better a Republican presidential candidate does, the 

higher the level of split-ticket voting that favors 

Democratic congressional candidates. The better a 

Democratic Presidential candidate does, the higher the level 

of split-ticket voting that favors Republican congressional 

candidates. 

Table 2.4 about here 

Table 2.4 shows levels of straight and split-ticket 

voting by district type from 1976 to 1992. Districts are 

categorized as unopposed, contested incumbent. and open. 

There are several important points to be made regarding the 

table. First. the highest levels of split-ticket voting are 

linked to pure structural factors (iei unopposed districts 

or Perot voters in 1992). Because of their presidential 

choice. these voters have no alternative but to split their 

tickets or abstain. In every election from 1976 on, the 

highest levels of split-ticket voting, ranging from a low of 

32.8% (1976) to a high of 46.9% (1992) occurred in 

uncontested districts. Uncontested districts also had the 

highest levels of straight Democratic voting until 1988 and 
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the lowest levels of straight Republican voting. There is 

an easy explanation for why this occurs and it is one piece 

in the larger puzzle as to why divided government occurs. 

Democrats are favored with an overwhelming majority of 

unopposed seats, especially in the South. Table 2.5 shows 

number of unopposed candidates by party over time. 

Table 2.5 about here 

Historically, Democrats have held a large advantage in 

unopposed seats, with most of those seats in the South. 

While the overall number of unopposed Southern seats has 

decreased, Democrats still have a majority of their 

unopposed congressional seats located in the South and now 

Republicans can count on a majority of their unopposed seats 

in the South. In 1988, Democrats had 65% of their 

unopposed seats in the South and Republicans had 70%. Yet 

outside the South, Democrats had 12% unopposed and 

Republicans had 5%. 

Returning to Table 2.4, open districts stand in sharp 

contrast to unopposed districts. In every election, except 

1976, the highest levels of straight Republican voting and 

the lowest levels of split-ticket voting occurred in open 

districts. While the 1984 Reagan landslide has been 

categorized as an election without coattails (Jacobson, 

1985j Nelson, 1985), open districts produced results that 
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were more congruent between the President and the House than 

other districts. Fully 63% of voters in open districts 

voted a straight Republican ticket in 1984 (7), levels that 

rival the highest levels of straight Republican voting 

during the period of Republican dominance at the turn of the 

century. (8) This finding is buttressed by aggregate data 

which shows that 45% of incumbent districts produced split 

results in 1984 while only 25% of open districts split. In 

every election, the majority presidential party also has won 

a majority of the votes at the congressional level in open 

districts (9). 

A third interesting observation from the table regards 

the net level of split-ticket voting in open districts. 

Since 1976 split-ticket voting has been virtually equal 

between those voting for a Republican President and 

Democratic Congress and those voting for a Democratic 

President and Republican Congress across all open 

districts. (10) In addition, the lowest advantage to 

Democratic congressional candidates from ticket splitting 

tends to occur in open districts with the highest advantage 

occurring in unopposed districts.(ll) This presents serious 

problems for any theory of divided government that bases its 

explanation on the dominant national pattern of Republican 

executives and Democratic Congresses. There iR clearly 

variation within elections across different regions and 
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types of districts. 

Table 2.6 about here 

Table 2.6 distinguishes straight and split-ticket 

voters in contested Republican and Democratic incumbent 

districts. Since all voters in unopposed districts either 

vote straight ticket for the party of the congressional 

candidate or split their ticket for the congressional 

candidate, I have not included their percentages here.(12) 

The "for" and "against" columns refer to whether the voter 

chose the congressional incumbent or not. The straight and 

split rows refer to the type of ballot the voter cast. In 

districts where Republican incumbents were running, the 

split/for cell shows the percent of voters in those 

districts who voted for the Democratic presidential nominee 

and the Republican incumbent, while the split/against cell 

shows the percent of individuals who voted for the 

Republican President and Democratic challenger. The 

straight/for cell in Republican incumbent districts 

represents the percent who vote a straight Republican ticket 

and the straight/against is the number of straight 

Democratic voters. 

Three things stand out in Table 2.5. First, the 

predominant type of vote in incumbent districts is a 

straight party vote, reaching a high of 65.6% in Republican 



56 

incumbent districts (1984) and a high of 53.5 % (1988) in 

Democratic incumbent districts. Second. changes in straight 

and split-ticket voting are related to the closeness of the 

presidential election. Close presidential elections lead to 

relatively equal levels of split and straight ticket voting 

for the two types of incumbents. In 1976 for example. the 

cp.lls for Republican and Democrat incumbents are virtually 

identical. But in 1980 and 1984 they diverge radically. 

The levels of straight Republican voting in Republican 

incumbent districts went up dramatically while the level of 

split ticket voting in Republican districts decreased. At 

the same time in 1980 and 1984. Democratic incumbent 

districts changed less with small increases in split-ticket 

voting and small decreases in straight-ticket voting. 

Third. and not suprisingly. the overwhelming amount of 

split-ticket voting in incumbent districts favors the 

incumbent. Rates of split-ticket voting are 200% to 700% 

higher in favor of incumbents over their challengers. 

Split-ticket voting. if not caused by incumbency. heavily 

favors incumbents over challengers. 

From the results of Tables 2.4 and 2.5. several general 

impressions about the nature of split-ticket voting emerge. 

First. open districts tend toward less split-ticket voting 

than unopposed districts. In 1984 for example. open 

districts had 17.7% split-ticket voting while unopposed 

districts had 40.4%. Second. the overwhelming advantage 
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that Democrats enjoy in unopposed seats leads to especially 

high levels of Republican President/Democratic Congress 

ticket splitting. Even as late as 1988, the Republican 

party went into the election with a 40 seat disadvantage in 

House membership. Democrats went into the election holding 

60 seats in districts that the Republicans did not bother to 

contest, while the Republicans had only 20 unopposed seats. 

Finally, the pattern and amount of split-ticket voting 

in incumbent districts is related to presidential elections. 

Big presidential victories lead to high levels of straight 

ticket voting for the winning presidential party while close 

presidential elections increase split-ticket voting against 

the incumbent presidential candidate. 

Split-ticket Voting: Aggregate Measures 

Although survey data is useful in uncovering patterns 

of split-ticket voting, it necessarily limits our inquiry to 

a short time frame. The post-1952 period is clearly 

important, because this is when extended periods of divided 

party control of our governmental institutions occurs. 

However, it truncates our electoral history since large, 

reliable, and systematic national surveys on the President 

and Congress are unavailable prior to the 1950s. A broader 

historical perspective is necessary to gain insights into 

why divided government is occurring today in the way that it 

is. The only way to fully understand the origins and nature 
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of split-ticket voting and divided government is to look at 

the changes in split-ticket voting over time. Survey 

research may provide a clue to divided government but 

aggregate data will be necessary to understand it. 

A number of scholars have attempted to measure levels 

of split-ticket voting historically. Burnham (1965) has 

proposed one of the most widely accepted measures of split

ticket voting: the absolute difference in the Democratic 

percent of the two party vote in the two races where the 

Democrats polled their highest and lowest percentages. 

Others have tried to develop alternatives (Kleppner, 1987) 

but these have been problematic. (13) While not with out its 

problems, the "Burnham measure", as it is often referred, is 

the most widely accepted historical measure of split-ticket 

voting (Rusk, 1970; Cowart, 1973; Kleppner, 1987; Rusk and 

Theis, 1993). The first major problem with the measure is 

its tendency to underestimate the actual level of split

ticket voting. The measure has the undesirable property of 

cross-cancelling Democratic President and Republican 

Congress split-ticket voters with Republican President and 

Democratic Congress split-ticket voting (Cowart, 1973). 

Thus, in Table 1.1, we see that in every election the 

aggregate measure of split-ticket voting underestimates the 

American National Election Study levels in the same year. 

The smaller the unit of analysis for purposes of computing 

split-ticket voting, the smaller the degree to which the 
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measure underestimates actual levels. Smaller units reduce 

the potential for cross-cancelling. When the individual is 

the unit of analysis cross-cancelling is not present, but as 

votes are aggregated and percentage differences calculated, 

the probability of cross-cancelling increases. 

A second problem with the "Burnham measure" is the 

effect of third parties. The Democratic percent of the two

party vote ignores the existence of third parties. These 

are often important determinants of the level and type of 

split-ticket voting that occurs, as even the most cursory 

look at the 1992 results in Table 2.3 shows.(14) 

A third problem with the "Burnham measure" is the 

influence of roll-off. There is a tendency for some voters 

not to vote for all offices on a ballot. Thus more people 

vote for president than they do for Congress. This is known 

as roll-off and could be a potential contaminant of the 

measure, since the percentage of popular vote is based on 

total votes (Burnham, 1967; Flanagan and Zingale, 1974). 

However, roll-off is not a serious problem since the level 

of roll-off is well under 10 percent for all the years under 

study. The average roll-off between the President and 

Congress in United States elections is 6%.(17) 

For this study, I use the absolute difference between 

the two party vote for President and Congress in each state. 

This is the general approach scholars have used when they 
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were interested in specific race sets rather than split-

ticket voting in general. While this measure does not 

alieviate the problems associated with the Burnham measure 

it is a useful tool for my purposes and it reduces the 

severity of the problems since it minimizes the number of 

races where cross cancelling may occur. The resulting value 

provides a measure of the minimum level of split-ticket 

voting between president and congress in a state. 

Table 2.7 about here 

Table 2.7 shows mean levels of split-ticket voting 

between President and the House across states from 1880 to 

1992 by region. Several things are of note in this table. 

First, levels of split-ticket voting have been increasing 

over time. Before 1940, high split-ticket voting was 

apparent during the realigning periods of 1892-1896 and 

1924-1928. In addition, the three candidate presidential 

race of 1912 also produced high levels of split-ticket 

voting. 

Second, beginning in 1940 levels of split-ticket voting 

have been much higher in the South as compared with the rest 

of the nation. This confirms the finding from the survey 

data that Southerners have been splitting their tickets at 

greater rates than the rest of the country. 

Finally, The South and the rest of the country 
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experience sharp initial increases in split-ticket voting at 

very different times. Levels of split-ticket voting in the 

South double in 1940 and then triple in 1952. The rest of 

the nation shows no such increase in split-ticket voting 

until 1972. Fiorina (1992) argues that the sharp rise in 

split-ticket voting from the mid 1960's to the mid 1970's is 

the important factor to explain. However. a more detailed 

look at split-ticket voting shows that any theory must 

explain why split-ticket voting increased most sharply 

between 1940 and 1952 in the South and then between 1968 and 

1972 in the rest of the country. 

The table also underscores the problems with aggregate 

measures of ticket splitting. Namely. the measure tends to 

underestimate the level of split ticket voting due to third 

parties and offsetting ticket splitters. In every election 

year and every region, the aggregate measure tends to 

underestimate the amount of ticket splitting reported by 

survey respondents. 

Split Results 

Split results are another way of assessing the 

influence of split-ticket voting on divided government . 
. 

Split results can be computed at the district level (as 

Cummings. 1967 does) or can be looked at from the 

perspective of split states. Split states and districts 

povide the crucial nexus where split-ticket voting and 

divided government are joined. States and districts are the 
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electoral units which aggregate individual level behaviors 

and determines seat distribution. 

Split districts are those congressional districts that 

give a majority of their votes to the presidential candidate 

of one party and the congressional candidate of another 

party. Split states are those that give a majority of their 

popular vote to a presidential candidate of one party (thus 

all of their electoral votes) but return a congressional 

delegation comprised of a majority of members from the 

opposite party. Table 2.8 provides figures on split 

districts from 1928 to 1992, while Table 2.9 provides 

comparable data on the number of states that were split for 

the period from 1880 to 1992. 

Tables 2.8 and 2.9 about here 

The tables highlight several important aspects of the 

debate on divided government. First, consistent with 

the findings from survey data and aggregate measures of 

split-ticket voting, there is an increase in levels of ,split 

districts and states corresponding to the realigning periods 

and the three-party race of 1912. Second, the South is a 

fundamental reason for the pattern of electing a Republican 

president and Democrat Congress in national elections. When 

Southern states are removed from the totals, split-results 

are balanced between the two parties. 
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Finally, the pattern of split districts and split 

states depends on which party wins the presidency and how 

close the presidential election is. Split states and split 

districts in the 1940's overwhelmingly favored Democratic 

presidents and Republican congressional candidates as they 

did outside the South in 1964. Split results in 1960 and 

1992 were balanced between the two parties outside the 

South. 

Beginning in 1952, the number of split-states 

increased nationally but did so most dramatically in the 

South. This finding becomes critical if one recalls that 

dominant theories of divided government attribute divided 

government to the positions of the parties nationally. The 

arguement that southern voters see the parties as more 

extreme or that southern voters are more likely to vote 

based on a public goods/private benefits calculus makes 

little sense. 

Several generalizations can be made from this 

preliminary look at patterns of split-ticket voting. First, 

split-ticket voting and split results where comparable data 

exist track similar trends. There is a general increase in 

split-ticket voting, split districts, and split states over 

time with sharp increases during times of eleotoral change 

particularly three way presidential races like 1912 and the 

pre-realignment periods of the late 1890s and 1920s. 

Second, researchers should be very skeptical of 
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theories that purport to explain the current pattern of 

divided government by explaining one pattern of split-ticket 

voting. Jacobson's explanation is not only unable to 

explain patterns of split-ticket voting and split results in 

the 1940's and 1960's but it is especially amiss for the 

1964 election. Most ticket splitting. split districts. and 

split states followed the Democrat president/ Republican 

Congress pattern of ticket splitting in 1964. The short 

term perspective (post WWII) that is often used misses the 

increases in levels of split results during the 1940s which 

were in the same general direction of the 1964 election and 

dictated by presidential not congressional politics. 

The South has often been treated as different from the 

rest of the country. Volumes of literature attest to its 

unique political history (Rusk and Stuoker. 1978: Key. 1949: 

Black and Black. 1993; Brady and Grofman. 1988; Hadley and 

Howell. 1980; Bass and DeVries. 1977). When looking at 

split ticket voting. the differences are stark. The 

majority of Republican President/ Democratic Congress ticket 

splitting has occurred in the South. In fact. the levels of 

tioket splitting were so high in the South that it obscured 

split-ticket voting which ocourred in the rest of the 

country in the opposite direction (DP/RC) from 1932 on. In 

addition. ticket splitting during the 1940s was high enough 

to create divided government during the Roosevelt and Truman 
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elections but for one factor-- the South. 

Table 2.10 about here 

Table 2.10 displays the total Electoral College votes 

captured by each party and the total number of congressional 

seats captured by each party since the 1880 presidential 

election by region. In every Democratic presidential 

victory from 1940 until 1964, the Democratic presidential 

nominee captured a majority of the electoral college votes 

outside the South even as they failed to capture a majority 

of Congressional seats. During the same time the 

Republicans in every election that they won, until 1972, 

carried a majority of the House seats outside the South. 

Before 1940 no party had carried the Electoral College votes 

of a region without also carrying a majority of the region's 

House seats. By 1940 enough voters in traditionally 

Republican strongholds of the country had returned to the 

Republican party's House candidate even as they delivered 

the states electoral vote to Roosevelt. 

An interesting finding emerges if one compares levels 

of split ticket voting (from survey and aggregate data) to 

the regional outcomes. Low levels of split-ticket voting in 

the 1940s were enough to cause a divided outcome outside the 

South, while high levels of split-ticket voting in the South 

at the same time did not create divided outcomes. Thus, the 



question remains as to what mechanism translates split 

ticket votes into divided outcomes. The key is determined 

by the minimum number of votes needed to win a seat for 

Congress. 

The Linkage: Critical Votes 

66 

Equation 2.1 presents the minimum number of votes 

necessary to win a seat. In two candidate races NV 

garauntees victory and vlnc is 0.5. Multicandidate races 

are more complicated and the NV represents only the minimum 

number nessecary. (18) In congressional elections there are 

435 critical votes and in presidential elections there are 

50. If the majority of congressional critical votes swing 

for one party and the majority of critical votes in 

presidential elections swing to the other party then divided 

government occurs 

Equation 2.1 
v 

nc 
+ c = NV 

Where: v= total votes in that 

nc= Number of candidates for the seat 

NV= minimum votes needed to win 

c=1 (critical vote) 

Quite simply. levels of split-ticket voting are less 
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important to creating divided results than whether the 

critical voter votes a split-ticket. The critical provides 

the point where split-ticket voting translates into split 

results. If the majority of congressional critical votes 

are decided for a different party than the majority of 

presidential critical votes then the result is divided 

government as we have come to know it. Split-ticket voting 

in the 1940's created divided government because Democratic 

presidential nominees continued to do well in traditionally 

Republican areas even after the Republicans had recovered 

much of their pre-New Deal strength in Congress. Similarly, 

the South began to produce divided outcomes when Republican 

presidential candidates began to do well in the traditional 

Democratic stronghold. Since non-southern states were 

relatively competitive, small levels of split-ticket voting 

produced divided outcomes by shifting the critical vote from 

straight to split. But, Democratic strength in the South 

was so overwhelming that it was not until Republicans could 

raise the level of straight Republican voting that the 

region began to produce divided outcomes. As long as 

straight Democratic voting remained above 50 percent any 

level of split-ticket voting was irrelevant in the outcome. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, we find that split ticket voting, split 

results, and divided government have generally increased 

over time and the three measures are related but the 
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relationship is not direct. Second, the particular measure 

of split-ticket voting and the level of analysis (the voter, 

the district, the state, the national outcome) do not effect 

the conclusions to be drawn regarding both the patterns and 

direction of ticket splitting, but the time frame and the 

researchers treatment of the South do. Third, the degree 

and type of split-ticket voting is dependent on the party of 

the presidential winner and his margin of victory after 

accounting for the general increase over time. Finally, the 

South has played a unique role in its contribution to both 

the direction and overall levels of split-ticket voting. In 

the next chapter I will evaluate the utility of theories 

that argue that split-ticket voting and divided government 

are the result of voters' rationality. 
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Notes 

1) It is possible that the electoral college would elect the 
minority presidential candidate and not create divided 
government as happened in 1824 when Andrew Jackson received 
a plurality of the popular vote but John Quincy Adams and 
the incumbent administration carried the electoral college 
and the House of representatives. Yet this election 
occurred before the development of a 2 party system. the 
elections of 1820 and 1824 were basically intra-party 
factional squabbles between Democrats based on sectional 
loyalties. The Federalists had begun to self-distruct and 
the Whig party had not yet developed into a national 
political force. (Chambers and Burnham, 1967) 

2) There was one occurance of divided government before 
1832 in presidential election years. The re-election of 
George Washington in 1791. Washington, a Federalist, was 
confronted with a House which was controlled by the 
Democratic-Republicans. 

3) The three states in question were South Carolina, 
Florida, and Louisiana and the situation in the three states 
was similar. Republicans, who controlled the state 
governments and the election machinery had relied on the 
black masses for votes and practiced a wide variety of 
fraud. The Democrats used threats, intimidation and even 
violence to keep blacks from the polls. While the white 
determination to overthrow carpetbag rule made a fair vote 
impossible, the carpet bag hold on state government made a 
fair count impossible also. In Florida. a small Tilden 
majority was wiped out. by the Republican controlled 
election board. giving the official electoral college votes 
to Hayes electors. In South Carolina. Hayes won a small 
popular vote victory even as Democrats were carrying every 
other state-wide vote total including governor and control 
of the state legislature. In Louisiana. a Republican 
election board threw out the results of whole parishes to 
give Hayes a 3500 vote margin of victory. Three members of 
the election board later received federal appointments from 
Hayes. A Joint committee of the two houses (a Republican 
Senate and a Democratic House) after long discussion. 
created a plan for the creation of an Electoral Commission 
consisting of five members of the Senate. five members of 
the House. and five Supreme Court Justices. The two Houses 
were to elect their members. with three coming from the 
majority and two from the minority. Four Justices (two from 
each party were designated in the bill and the houses were 
to choose a fifth, presumably David Davis of Illinois. of 
uncertain political affiliation. The plan passed both 
Houses by large majorities and the commission was given 
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final authority on the disputed electoral votes. The 
Democrats felt that the commission could not be so partisan 
as to award all 20 disputed votes to Hayes and only 1 
Democratic vote would have given Tilden the victory. 
Without arbitration the Republican control of the Presidency 
(under Grant), the army, the Senate, and the Supreme Court 
gave it an upper hand. The primary opposition to the plan 
came from die hard Republicans that saw little reason to 
part with those advantages. Democratic hopes were dashed 
when, the day the bill was passed, news arrived from 
Illinois that Justice Davis had been elected by the State 
Legislature as a Democratic Senator from Illinois, 
disqualifying him for the commission. Democrats had to 
settle for Justice Joseph Bradley because he seemed the 
least partisan of the remaining Justices on the Court (all 
of them Republican). 

4) The assumption of 2 senators are not necessary to achieve 
the results I do. 

5) In 1884, the Republican senate held out against a popular 
election victory by the Democrats. 

6) The Census classification of states are as follows: 
Northeast (Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, 
New Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, and 
Vermont)j North Central (Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, 
Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska, North Dakota, Ohio, 
South Dakota, Wisconsin)j South (Alabama, Arkansas, 
Delaware, D.C., Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, 
Maryland, Mississippi, North Carolina, Oklahoma, South 
Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, West Virginia)j West 
(Alaska, Arizona, California, Colorado, Hawaii, Idaho, 
Montana, Nevada, New Mexico, Oregon, Utah, Washington, 
Wyoming). 

7) Conclusions drawn from these tables must necessarily be 
tentative because of the small number of voters in open 
districts. But the generalization hold across all election 
years and largely parallel the presidential results. 

8) Republicans routinely received 60 to 70 percent of the 
non-southern vote in the period between 1896 and 1928 
excepting the Wilson interregnum. This vote margin ensured 
total dominance in those state delegations. The Democratic 
electoral base was in the South where, with a few exceptions 
such as 1928, Republican presidential candidates received 
small portions(O to 30%) of the popular vote and Republicans 
recieved none of the region's congressional seats. 

9) While the sample is a random sample of voters it is not 



necessarily a random sample of. open district voters. In 
fact the number of observations (77) was quite small for 
voters in open districts. Yet the consistency of results 
over time does lead us to believe something is going on. 
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10) While the 1984 election violates that generalization to 
some degree, the high level of straight Republican voting, 
in the aggregate, tends to make the difference less 
important. 

11) By advantage I mean the aggregate benefit accruing to 
Democratic congressional candidates from ticket splitting. 
Since Democrats consistently poll higher in House elections 
than in Presidential elections the advantage tells us where 
they are getting higher percentages of the votes--largely 
from unopposed and incumbent districts. 

12) If the reader would like the figure they can be 
calculated from Table 2.3. The ANES studies do report some 
individuals as having voted for Republican congressional 
candidates in unopposed Democratic districts and vice versa. 
These voters were either mistaken, miscoded, or utilized 
some form of write-in. The total number of such voters is 
quite small totalling 8 in the entire 1976-1992 period (3 in 
1976, 1 in 1980, 2 in 1988, and 2 in 1992). 

13) Kleppner uses ecological regression to try and estimate 
more accurate levels of split-ticket voting. Using counties 
as the level of analysis, he regresses congressional voters 
on presidential voters to obtain estimates of how many 
voters split their tickets and in what direction. The 
primary problem with Kleppner's method is that ecological 
regression assumes uniform levels of change across all units 
of analysis. If voters defect from the presidential level 
to opposing part congressional candidates then the rate of 
defection is assumed to be constant across all counties 
under investigation. (Lagbein and Lichtman, 1980) Yet, 
Tables 2.3 and 2.4 show that the rates of defection from a 
presidential party vary across regions and across district 
types. This seriously undermines the benefits that may be 
gained from the more complex method of determining split
ticket voters. 

14) The exact figure for the 3 candidate elections using the 
Burnham measure is a big problem as the 1992 election will 
testify to. A substantial 3rd party presidential vote led 
to democrats capturing 55% of the two-party presidential 
vote and 55% of the Congressional vote nationally. Using 
the average state vote the mean level of split-ticket voting 
across the 50 states is 9 percent split ticket voting. 
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Clearly third parties are serious threats to the reliability 
of the measure. 

15) Rolloff represents a lack of desire or inability to vote 
a straight ticket. Given that the highest levels of roll 
off occur in the South over the vast majority of American 
electoral history, it is this authors opinion that we could 
safely assume those voters would have been straight 
Republican voters who were faced with few options at the 
congressional level. 

16) While this measure is relatively crude and is far from 
perfect, it is satisfactory for our purposes and there are 
no other options for looking at long term split-ticket 
voting. The values are the absolute difference in 
Democratic percent of the two party vote for President and 
Congress averaged across states. The only way to accurately 
calculate levels of split-ticket voting historically is to 
check each ballot. Short of that, precinct level data is 
the best. The differences produced by calculating split 
ticket voting using county or state level returns are not of 
sufficient difference in this author's conclusion to off set 
the disadvantages. The same problems are associated with 
the county data as with the state data although to a smaller 
degree. In addition the county data add another 
complication to the mix, in that counties often overlap 
congressional districts. These change with each 
redistricting. Congressional districts are an option but no 
good data sets exist with regards to presidential and 
congressional election results by district. In addition, if 
gerrymandering has anything to do with split-ticket voting 
the influences would be confounded with a congressional 
district based variable. 

17) While there were lower levels of split-ticket voting in 
the 1940's, the effect was to distribute votes between 
Republican congressional seats and Democratic electoral 
college votes about as unequally as currently occurs in the 
South with much higher levels of split ticket voting. In 
fact, the Johnson re-election of 1964 sticks out as the only 
election between 1940 and 1976 in which the Democrats 
carried the House and the Electoral College outside of the 
South. 

18) Whether the mlnlmum is sufficient depends on the 
distribution of the remaining votes between the other 
candidates. This equation represents only the winner take 
all district system of seats apportionment. 



Table 2.1 
Hypothetical Example of Divided Government 

With No Split Ticket Voting 

State District Presidential Votes 
(Electoral College) 
Party X Party Y 

A 

B 

C 

D 

E 

1 

1 
2 

1 
2 
3 

1 
2 
3 
4 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 

Popular Votes 
Percentage 
Electoral Votes 
% 
Total Seats 
% 

45 
(3) 

40 

(0) 

65 

(0) 

110 

(6) 

5 
(0) 

60 

(4) 

85 

(5) 

90 

(0) 

136 114 

(7) 

396 
52.8 

16 
64.0 

(0) 

354 
47.2 

9 
36.0 

Congressional Votes 
(Seats) 

Party X Party Y 

45 
(1) 

20 
20 

(0) 

32 
16 
17 

(1) 

39 
24 
24 
23 

(1) 

40 
27 
23 
22 
24 

(2) 

396 
52.8 

5 
33.33 

5 
(0) 

30 
30 

(2) 

18 
33 
33 

(2) 

11 
26 
26 
27 

(3) 

10 
23 
27 
28 
26 

(3) 

354 
47.2 

10 
66.66 

73 

Note: All districts are assumed to have equal populations of 
50 voters and each state receives 2 senators which leads to 
2 electoral votes more than the Congressional delegation. 
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Table 2.2 
Hypothetical Demonstration of Different Outcomes 

with Equal Levels of Split Ticket Voting 

Straight 
X 

49.0 

46.0 

47.0 

47.0 

Split 
XP/YC 

3.0 

3.0 

4.0 

1.0 

Split 
YP/XC 

2.0 

2.0 

1.0 

4.0 

Straight 
Y 

46.0 

49.0 

48.0 

48.0 

Outcome 

Un if ied X 

Unified Y 

Split XP/YC 

Split YP/XC 
------------------------------------------------------------
Note: Cell entries are the percent of all voters that cast a 
straight party vote for party X or Y and percent who split 
their tickets. 
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Table 2.3 
Straight and Split Ticket Voting 

By Region and Year, 1952-1992 
------------------------------------------------------------
Year North North South West Total 

Vote Central 
------------------------------------------------------------
1952 

Straight R 55.2 55.9 10.3 59.2 48.7 
RP/DC 5.2 5.1 37.0 4.8 10.3 
DP/RC 1.9 3.3 0.0 2.4 2.3 
Straight D 37.7 35.7 52.7 33.6 38.8 
n 268 451 165 125 1009 

1956 
Straight R 59.2 47.0 24.4 40.1 45.1 
RP/DC 8.0 11.9 22.6 15.6 13.5 
DP/RC 1.7 3.0 .4 3.0 2.1 
Straight D 31. 0 38.1 52.6 41. 3 39.4 
n 348 402 234 167 1151 

1960 
Straight R 47.8 45.6 27.8 32.3 40.5 
RP/DC 5.6 6.5 17.8 10.8 9.4 
DP/RC 5.2 5.7 .6 10.8 5.0 
Straight D 41. 4 42.1 53.9 46.2 45.2 
n 232 261 180 93 766 

1964 
Straight R 22.8 32.8 21. 0 26.6 26.3 
RP/DC 5.1 2.5 10.9 9.5 6.4 
DP/RC 12.2 9.6 3.8 8.9 8.7 
Straight D 59.9 55.1 64.3 55.1 58.6 
n 237 314 238 158 947 

1968 
Straight R 42.2 47.2 30.6 47.3 42.3 
RP/DC 9.3 7.4 17.6 11. 5 10.8 
DP/RC 8.3 6.3 7.1 6.1 7.0 
Straight D 40.2 39.1 44.7 35.1 39.9 
n 204 271 170 131 776 

1972 
Straight R 36.3 48.6 28.8 44.3 39.9 
RP/DC 22.7 17.2 39.6 21. 3 25.0 
DP/RC 6.0 5.3 2.4 4.3 4.6 
Straight D 35.0 28.8 29.1 30.0 30.5 
n 300 430 333 230 1293 

------------------------------------------------------------
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Table 2.3-Continued 

Year 
Vote 

North North 
Central 

South West Total 

1976 
Straight R 
RP/DC 
DP/RC 
Straight D 
n 

1980 
Straight R 
RP/DC 
DP/RC 
Straight D 
n 

1984 
Straight R 
RP/DC 
DP/RC 
Straight D 
n 

1988 
Straight R 
RP/DC 
DP/RC 
Straight D 
n 

1992 
Straight R 
RP/DC 
Perot Split 
DP/RC 
Straight D 
n 

25.3 
18.0 
11. 2 
45.5 

233 

42.4 
18.8 
11.8 
27.1 

144 

39.7 
22.4 
2.3 

35.6 
219 

35.9 
19.6 
9.8 

34.8 
184 

19.1 
6.1 

23.2 
11. 2 
40.4 

267 

44.5 
10.3 
11.5 
33.8 

340 

41. 7 
16.7 
8.3 

33.3 
204 

42.4 
19.2 
5.2 

33.1 
344 

40.2 
14.3 
7.4 

38.1 
336 

26.8 
10.5 
23.1 
6.8 

32.7 
455 

25.1 
21. 8 
6.2 

46.9 
307 

28.7 
25.0 
5.5 

40.8 
272 

32.5 
23.7 

7.1 
36.7 

338 

21. 7 
28.3 
5.2 

44.8 
286 

24.0 
12.1 
14.0 
9.5 

40.2 
420 

42.2 
12.0 
7.2 

38.6 
166 

46.0 
15.8 
7.9 

30.2 
139 

42.3 
12.9 

7.1 
37.8 

241 

40.2 
10.3 
6.7 

42.9 
224 

21. 8 
8.1 

26.3 
4.6 

39.3 
285 

34.1 
15.7 
9.2 

41. 0 
1046 

37.9 
19.9 
7.9 

34.3 
759 

39.0 
19.8 
5.6 

35.6 
1142 

34.3 
18.3 

7.1 
40.4 
1030 

23.5 
9.7 

21. 1 
8.0 

37.7 
1427 

Source: American National Election Studies, 1952-1992. 
Note: Figures are expressed as percentages of total voters 
in that region for each election year. Number of 
observations on which the percentages are bases in 
parentheses. 



Year 
Vote 

1976 
Straight R 
RP/DC 
DP/RC 
Straight D 
n 

1980 
Straight R 
RP/DC 
DP/RC 
Straight D 
n 

1984 
Straight R 
RP/DC 
DP/RC 
Straight D 
n 

1988 
Straight R 
RP/DC 
DP/RC 
Straight D 
n 

1992 
Straight R 
RP/DC 
Perot Split 
DP/RC 
Straight D 
n 

Table 2.4 
Split Ticket Voting By 

District Type, 1976-1992 

Unopposed 

7.1 
27.1 
5.7 

60.0 
70 

7.7 
35.2 
0.0 

57.1 
91 

8.1 
36.4 
4.0 

51. 5 
99 

23.8 
26.0 
10.8 
39.5 

223 

16.7 
10.6 
24.2 
12.1 
36.4 

66 

Incumbent 

36.3 
15.4 
10.3 
38.0 

845 

41. 5 
18.0 
8.7 

31. 7 
621 

39.4 
19.0 
5.7 

35.9 
936 

36.3 
16.7 
5.8 

41. 2 
741 

22.8 
9.9 

21. 9 
7.7 

37.7 
1097 

Open 

34.4 
11.5 
3.8 

50.4 
131 

48.9 
14.9 
12.8 
23.4 

47 

63.6 
11.2 
6.5 

18.7 
107 

47.0 
9.1 
9.1 

34.8 
66 

28.4 
8.3 

17.0 
8.3 

37.9 
264 

Total 

34.1 
15.7 
9.2 

41. 0 
1046 

37.9 
19.9 

7.9 
34.3 

759 

39.0 
19.8 
5.6 

35.6 
1142 

34.3 
18.3 

7.1 
40.4 
1030 

23.5 
9.7 

21. 1 
8.0 

37.7 
1427 

77 

Note: National election studies classify districts from 1976 
to the present. Source: National Election Studies. 
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Year 
Vote 

1976 
Spl it 
Straight 
n 

1980 
Split 
Straight 
n 

1984 
Split 
Straight 
n 

1988 
Split 
Straight 
n 

1992 
Split 

(with Perot) 
Straight 

(with Perot) 
n 

(with Perot) 

Table 2.6 
Patterns of Split Ticket Voting 

In Incumbent Districts 

Republican 
Incumbent 

For Against 

21.6 5.7 
48.6 24.1 

315 

15.8 7.1 
61.3 15.8 

253 

13.5 4.5 
65.6 16.3 

288 

14.9 1.9 
62.5 18.4 

255 

20.0 2.4 
33.0 8.2 
50.0 27.6 
37.9 20.9 

250 
330 

Democrat 
Incumbent 

For Against 

21.1 3.6 
46.2 29.1 

530 

27.2 3.5 
42.8 26.4 

367 

25.5 2.2 
44.6 27.8 

648 

24.7 0.8 
53.5 20.8 

480 

17.0 5.6 
25.9 8.4 
56.8 20.6 
48.3 17.5 

607 
715 

79 

Total 

For Against 

21.3 4.3 
47.1 27.2 

845 

22.6 5.0 
50.3 22.1 

620 

21.8 2.8 
51.1 24.2 

936 

21.5 1.2 
57.1 20.1 

735 

17.9 
28.1 
54.8 
45.0 

857 
1045 

4.7 
8.2 

22.6 
18.6 

Note: Percentages are based on total number of voters in 
that district type and the appropriate n is reported. 
Source: American National Election Studies. 



Table 2.7 
Aggregate Split Ticket Voting 
By Region and Year, 1880-1988 

Year Unified/ North North/ South West 

1880 
1884 
1888 
1892 
1896 
1900 
1904 
1908 
1912 
1916 
1920 
1924 
1928 
1932 
1936 
1940 
1944 
1948 
1952 
1956 
1960 
1964 
1968 
1972 
1976 
1980 
1984 
1988 

Divided Central 

U 
U 
U 
U 
U 
U 
U 
U 
U 
U 
U 
U 
U 
U 
U 
U 
U 
U 
U 
D 
U 
U 
D 
D 
U 
D 
D 
D 

5.29 
1. 20 
1. 49 

.83 
7.48 

.66 
2.91 
3.43 
3.17 
2.78 
2.73 
6.21 
2.16 
2.54 
3.06 
4.41 
4.55 
3.08 
1. 63 
7.60 
2.00 
9.81 
4.63 
9.12 
8.46 
9.11 
9.29 

15.12 

.61 
2.69 
1. 69 
2.31 

.88 

.65 
2.98 
1. 57 
6.56 
2.93 
1. 92 
5.70 
6.41 
3.50 
4.57 
5.22 
1. 32 
2.90 
1. 68 
5.93 
3.33 
6.90 
4.53 

11. 59 
7.68 
4.95 
9.02 
8.55 

6.20 
3.98 
5.08 
10.9 
9.00 
5.71 
4.24 
7.56 
3.88 
3.12 
9.00 
8.73 

22.11 
3.35 
5.17 
9.23 

10.48 
11.35 
32.06 
26.97 
27.82 
23.15 
17.37 
31. 11 

7.78 
18.40 
21.03 
15.91 

4.80 
1. 31 
1. 09 

15.35 
24.41 

1. 77 
7.06 
3.27 

12.65 
7.89 
3.38 

13.41 
6.08 
4.87 
4.90 
3.82 
5.38 
4.11 
5.15 
9.22 
6.77 
6.42 
5.42 

16.73 
13.92 
16.72 
10.57 
7.87 

80 

Total 

5.18 
3.35 
2.47 
7.56 

11.60 
2.25 
4.40 
3.80 
8.79 
4.88 
4.78 
8.74 
9.33 
4.71 
5.33 
5.81 
5.87 
5.63 
9.96 

12.21 
9.59 

10.85 
7.72 

16.82 
9.80 

12.35 
12.19 
12.11 

Note: Entries are the absolute difference between the 
percent Democratic vote for President and the percent 
Democratic vote for Congress within states, averaged across 
regions. 
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Table 2.8 
Split States, 1880-1992 

DP/RC RP/DC 
YEAR 

Total Split 
Nation w/o South Nation w/o South Nation w/o South 

1880 
1884 
1888 
1892 
1896 
1900 
1904 
1908 
1912 
1916 
1920 
1924 
1928 
1932 
1936 
1940 
1944 
1948 
1952 
1956 
1960 
1964 
1968 
1972 
1976 
1980 
1984 
1988 
1992 

1 
3 
3 
7 
3 
1 
2 
3 

15 
7 
3 
8 

11 
7 
8 
8 
8 

14 
8 

15 
16 
11 
17 
23 
18 
22 
28 
25 
16 

1 
3 
3 
7 
1 
1 
2 
2 

14 
7 
2 
6 
4 
7 
8 
8 
8 

10 
3 
6 
9 
6 
6 
9 

17 
13 
16 
14 
10 

1 
1 
2 
o 
1 
o 
o 
1 

10 
7 
o 
o 
2 
6 
7 
8 
8 
8 
o 
o 
5 
6 
2 
o 
2 
o 
o 
2 
5 

1 
1 
2 
o 
o 
o 
o 
o 
9 
7 
o 
o 
2 
6 
7 
8 
8 
8 
o 
o 
5 
6 
2 
o 
2 
o 
o 
2 
5 

o 
2 
1 
2 
2 
1 
2 
2 
o 
o 
3 
7 
9 
1 
o 
o 
o 
2 
8 

15 
9 
5 

10 
23 
16 
22 
28 
23 
11 

o 
2 
1 
2 
1 
1 
2 
2 
o 
o 
2 
5 
2 
1 
o 
o 
o 
2 
:3 
6 
4 
1 
4 
9 

15 
13 
16 
12 

5 

Source: Calculated by the author from Congressional 
Quarterly Almanac and Federal Election Commision official 
returns. 
Note: Cell entries denote number of states which split. 
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Table 2.9 
Split Districts, 1920-1992 

------------------------------------------------------------
Year Total Spli t DPIRC RPIDC 

Nation wlo South Nation wlo South Nation wlo South 
------------------------------------------------------------
1920 11 1 10 
1924 42 2 28 
1928 68 8 59 
1932 50 34 10 
1936 51 41 0 
1940 53 39 9 
1944 41 34 6 
1948 90 38 20 
1952 80 40 4 4 76 36 
1956 127 61 1 1 126 60 
1960 106 70 27 27 76 43 
1964 147 109 113 108 34 1 
1968 137 56 27 24 63 32 
1972 190 99 3 3 187 96 
1976 123 91 24 13 89 78 
1980 141 95 13 8 128 67 
1984 190 112 1 1 189 111 
1988 147 77 12 11 135 66 
1992 102 60 50 42 52 18 

Source: For years prior to 1952 the numbers are calculated 
from Cummings (1967). The data from Cummings does not allow 
a regional breakdown. For the 1952 through 1964 the data is 
calculated by the author from Congressional Quarterly Weekly 
Reports supplemental issue "The Complete Returns of the 1960 
Elections by District" and "The Complete Returns of the 1964 
Election by District". For the years 1968 to 1992 
calculated by the author from successive volumes of the 
Almanac of American Politics. by Barone and Ujifusa. 
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Table 2.10 
Distribution of Seats and Electoral Votes 

By Region and Year 
------------------------------------------------------------
Year Electoral College House Of Representatives 

Nation Non-south South Nation Non-south South 
------------------------------------------------------------
1880 
D 155 35 120 135 58 80 
R 214 214 0 157 143 10 

1884 
D 219 85 134 183 89 93 
R 182 182 0 140 130 10 

1888 
D 168 34 134 159 68 93 
R 233 233 0 166 151 13 

1892 
D 277 138 139 218 117 106 
R 145 145 0 127 126 5 

1896 
D 176 63 113 113 61 83 
R 271 245 26 204 182 26 

1900 
D 155 30 125 151 64 95 
R 292 278 14 197 182 16 

1904 
D 140 0 140 136 30 106 
R 336 328 8 250 236 14 

1908 
D 162 16 148 172 68 106 
R 321 312 9 219 198 13 

1912 
D 435 270 165 291 169 124 
R 8 8 0 127 122 11 

1916 
D 277 119 158 216 96 121 
R 254 247 7 210 202 13 

1920 
D 127 0 127 131 23 110 
R 404 366 38 301 275 25 

1924 
D 136 0 136 183 67 120 
R 382 353 29 247 231 15 

1928 
D 87 23 64 167 57 109 
R 444 343 101 267 243 26 

1932 
D 472 310 162 310 182 131 
R 59 59 0 117 116 1 

------------------------------------------------------------
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Table 2.9-Continued 
------------------------------------------------------------
Year Electoral College House Of Representatives 

Nation Non-south South Nation Non-south South 
------------------------------------------------------------
1936 

D 523 361 162 331 206 129 
R 8 8 0 89 86 3 

1940 
D 449 287 162 268 140 128 
R 82 82 0 164 160 4 

1944 
D 432 268 164 242 119 127 
R 99 99 0 190 181 7 

1948 
D 303 186 117 263 134 128 
R 189 181 8 171 166 6 

1952 
D 89 0 89 211 94 120 
R 442 368 74 221 207 13 

1956 
D 73 13 60 233 118 118 
R 457 355 98 200 184 15 

1960 
D 303 205 98 263 142 122 
R 219 169 50 174 162 11 

1964 
D 486 371 115 295 184 111 
R 52 5 47 140 119 21 

1968 
D 191 149 42 245 146 97 
R 301 227 74 189 157 35 

1972 
D 17 17 0 239 151 92 
R 520 358 162 192 151 41 

1976 
D 297 164 133 292 190 100 
R 240 210 30 143 112 33 

1980 
D 49 21 28 243 156 89 
R 489 354 135 192 146 45 

1984 
D 13 13 0 252 161 91 
R 525 354 171 184 133 50 

1988 
D 111 106 5 260 166 96 
R 426 261 165 175 128 45 

1992 
D 370 308 62 259 167 92 
R 168 52 116 175 119 56 

------------------------------------------------------._-----
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Source: Calculated by the author from Congressional 
Quarterly Almanac for years prior to 1988 and official 
election returns of the Federal Election Commission for the 
1988 and 1992 elections. 
Note: The South includes those states with ICPSR state 
codes 40 through 59 which is the solid south and the border 
south. Missouri which some may argue is a border state is 
included in the non-southern category. Including it as a 
southern state would only increase the percentage of 
Republican seats outside the south. Other regionalization 
schemes could be used but the gist of the table would remain 
the same. For instance western states (those with ICPPSR 
codes 60 through 82 could be separated from other non 
southern states but once again fundamental differences in 
interpretation would not exist. The western states tended 
to be the states that realigned so by not further 
regionalizing into smaller units a maximum attempt to 
support previous research regarding the realignment. 
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INTENTIONAL CHOICE 

The discussion in the last chapter showed that split

ticket voting has become increasingly important in causing 

divided government. If every voter casts a straight ticket, 

divided government could occur but its likelihood is small. 

High levels of split-ticket voting do not guarantee divided 

government, but do increase its likelihood. In the 

contemporary literature, authors have failed to test their 

explanations of divided government on split-ticket voters. 

I will examine the major explanations of divided government 

by Fiorina and Jacobson with data from the American National 

Election Studies. (1) The literature develops explanations 

of split-ticket voting based on the aggregate presentation 

of survey data. In this chapter I will layout the basic 

premises of their work and examine their findings from the 

perspective of the split-ticket voter. 

Differences or Ambiguity 

Fiorina and Jacobson argue that rational voters choose 

to divide control of the House and the Presidency based on 

perceived postions of the parties. My counter hypothesis 

hypothesis is simple. Rational parties and rational 

candidates should not behave in the ways that Jacobson and 

Fiorina argue they do. Therefore, it may be useful to 

consider the theoretical underpinnings of these studies. 

Policy Balancing? 

.' .. ,the electorate at large seems to behave as if 



it were balancing the policies or ideologies of the 
opposing parties by placing them in control of 
different institutions. "(Fiorina, 1992, p.73) 
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"In sum, a model of policy balancing has considerable 
explanatory power, when applied to contemporary American 
electoral history. It can explain differential patterns of 
ticket-splitting (and divided government) and changes over 
time in the incidence of ticket-splitting. "(1992, p.79) 

With these bold pronouncements, Fiorina sums up his 

explanation of split-ticket voting in his 1992 book Divided 

Government. Based on an earlier work (Fiorina, 1988), 

Fiorina develops a spatial model to explain split-ticket 

voting and divided government in the United States. The 

model is quite simple but also incompletely specified and 

inadequately tested. My task will be to fully flesh out the 

model and then test it on split-ticket voters. While 

Fiorina claims this model explains split-ticket voting over 

time, the only explanatory models that he presents are from 

the 1984 American National Election Study. (Fiorina, 1992; 

1988) 

The Fiorina Model 

Spatial modeling has been used to diagram voter and 

party policy preferences for some time and need not be 

discussed in depth here (Hotelling, 1929; Smithies, 1941; 

Downs, 1957; Hinich and Enelow, 1990). The basic assumption 

is that voters possess policy preferences and perceptions of 

the party policy positions, which can be plotted on a 
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continuum. An individual will vote for the party that is 

closer on the range of issues, controlling for the 

importance of the issues (Downs, 1957). Whi Ie there has 

been much debate on the finer points of the model and its 

applicability in the real world of voting, it is clearly an 

important theoretical perspective and has wide influence in 

political science.(2) I do not wish to critique the 

perspective but rather I will adopt it to evaluate the 

policy balancing model. 

Fiorina argues that voters as a group demonstrate 

rationality in choosing divided government because the 

parties are viewed as extreme and dividing control of 

government's institutions forces compromise and moderation 

(1992, pp.78-79). This explanation suffers from theoretical 

problems as well as methodological shortcomings. 

From a theoretical perspective, Fiorina fails to fully 

specify the components of the spatial model he develops. As 

Fiorina demonstrates, theoretically, it is possible for 

moderate voters to split their ticket, to create divided 

government and achieve moderate outcomes, when confronted 

with extremist parties. 

Table 3.1 about here 

Using a hypothetical example, Fiorina elaborates on the 

logic of a collectively rational choice of divided 

government in mass publics. Table 3.1 reproduces Fiorina's 
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model. Four voters are arrayed on the continuum --a liberal 

activist(V1), a conservative activist (V4), and two moderate 

voters (V2 and V3). The parties have adopted positions in 

order to appeal to those voters and win elections and they 

are denoted D and R. The vertical line between V2 and V3 is 

the cutting line that separates all voters who are closer to 

D from those closer to R. Voters V1 and V4 are motivated 

and strong supporters of their respective parties while 

voters V2 and V3 are lukewarm in their support and more 

ambivalent in their choices. They are comfortable with some 

aspects of each party's policy positions and uncomfortable 

with others. (Fiorina, 1992) According to Fiorina: 

"In a parliamentary system such as that of 
Great Britain, such moderate voters must like 
it or lump it; their choices are limited to 
casting an unenthusiastic vote for the closer 
party or abstaining... But suppose our 
hypothetical political system has a presidential 
form of government with independent elections for 
executive and legislative offices... Then, voters 
in the hypothetical system have the option of 
voting for unified control of legislative and 
executive institutions, or of divided control. 
This means they can choose among four 'platforms' 
rather than two. "(1992, p.75) 

The four possible "platforms" are as follows: 

DD: Unified Democrat 

DR: Divided-Democrat Executive/Republican 

Legislature 

RD: Divided-Republican Executive/Democrat 

Legislature 
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RR: Unified Republican 

Since voters understand that the executive and 

legislative branches together determine public policy. 

dividing control of the institutions forces compromise 

between the two party's platforms (Fiorina, 1992: emphasis 

added). Returning to Table 3.1. the dotted line between Vl 

and V2 and the line between V3 and V4 represent the lines 

separating the straight ticket voters from the split-ticket 

voters. 

While this type of theoretical exercise is intriguing. 

the implicit assumption about the distribution of public 

opinion required for this outcome does not conform to 

empirical reality. In the United States, public opinion 

does not resemble the essentially flat distribution that 

Fiorina uses to obtain his results. In fact. nowhere in the 

book is there even a discussion of the role public opinion 

plays in determining the position of the parties. 

Table 3.2 about here 

Under a bimodal distribution of public opinion we would 

expect two extreme parties and few moderate voters. (Downs. 

1957 p. 119) Table 3.2 illustrates this possibility. 

Voters two and three are behaving rationally by splitting 

th~ir ticket since they are presented with two extreme 

parties about which they are ambivalent. Dividing control 
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forces the parties to compromise. The effect on the system 

of this type of split-ticket voting is that a minority of 

voters moderate the extremist tendency of the majority of 

voters. 

Table 3.3 about here 

Table 3.3 presents an the same party behavior under a 

normal distribution of public opinion. If voters' opinions 

are distributed normally and the parties are at the ends of 

the space, voters are behaving rationally by splitting their 

vote between two extremist parties in order to create 

moderation in government. 

Table 3.4 about here 

Table 3.4 presents the a third scenario for political 

party positions with normally distributed public 

opinion. (Downs, 1957) Downs offers two propositions about 

the dynamics of party ideologies which merit special 

attention. First, according to Downs, parties in a two-

party system deliberately change their ideologies so that 

they resemble one another. Second, in a two-party system it 

is rational for each party to encourage voters to be 

irrational by making its platform vague and ambiguous. 

(1957,p.115; Shepsle, 1974) Given that a winner-take-all 

system reduces the threat of third party challenges,(Riker, 

1982: Duverger, 1984: Rae, 1967) there is tremendous 
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incentive for the two dominant parties to converge toward 

the center. The incentive is even stronger for one party if 

the other party is moving to the extreme. In Table 3.3. the 

Republicans emphasize their centrist features if the 

Democrats stay on the extreme or vice versa. In fact. I 

would argue that United states electoral history has 

followed this pattern with parties occasionally moving to 

absorb a third party challenge but generally moving toward 

the center. (Epstein.1986; Riker. 1984; Duverger. 1984; 

Hartz. 1968. Key. 1961; Sorauf. 1968; Epstein. 1986) 

If parties are behaving as in Table 3.3. by staying at 

the extreme when the mass of voters are centrist. an 

apparent contradiction begins to emerge. Voters are acting 

rationally but the parties are not. Either party could move 

to the modal position and virtually insure total control of 

government. By remaining at the extremes. the parties are 

not behaving in ways that the spatial model predicts they 

will. By the logic of spatial modeling. a winner-take-all 

electoral system with a unimodal distribution of public 

opinion (approximating a normal distribution) creates 

incentives for at least one (if not both) of the two parties 

to move to the modal position. It is almost as though 

Fiorina argues for the rationality of mass publics in the 

face of parties which behave irrationally. My reading of 

Downs supports the alternative view that as parties grope 



toward the middle and obfuscate divisive positions, voters 

will be left to use other cues to aid them in vote 

selection. 

Methodologically, Fiorina's work has three problems. 
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First, he never tests whether public opinion conforms to the 

distribution he assumes in the hypothetical example (shown 

in Table 3.1). Second. the 74.2% correct prediction rate 

for the multivariate model he develops (Fiorina, 1988) is 

remarkably similar to the 74.6% rate of straight ticket 

voting found that year. Third, his aggregate survey data on 

voter and party positions is an exercise in regression to 

the mean. Fiorina presents aggregate survey data to support 

the claim that voters are choosing divided government. (3) 

Since the mean voter position on a variety of issues falls 

midway between the mean voter perception of the two parties 

positions, split-ticket voters are creating an aggregately 

rational outcome-divided government. (Fiorina, 1992) This is 

hardly how one would impugn motives to ticket splitters. 

The Evidence 

To see if ticket splitting is related to a desire to 

moderate party differences one must compare split-ticket 

voters to straight-ticket voters. the voter and party means 

reported by Fiorina fail to give us any insight into whether 

a policy balancing or policy ambiguity model of split-ticket 

voting better fits the data. The implicit hypothesis in 

Fiorina's work is that split-ticket voters see parties as 
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more extreme than straight ticket voters. The plausible 

counter hypotheses, based on Downs, is that split-ticket 

voters perceptions of the parties are mired in ambiguity 

whereas straight ticket voters see the parties as different 

and extreme. A second explicit proposition in Fiorina 

(1992: 1988) is that voters who split their tickets will be 

located between the two parties on the continuum. If 

Fiorina is correct, there should be systematic differences 

between straight and split-ticket voters. 

Tables 3.5 - 3.8 about here 

Table 3.5 gives mean voter perception of parties and 

their mean self-placement on a seven point 

liberal/conservative scale for 1976 through 1992 by type of 

vote. (4) Tables 3.6, 3.7, and 3.8 show voter perceptions of 

self and the two political parties on three other issue 

areas for which there is adequate data to cover a reasonable 

time frame: government spending and services, defense 

spending, and government responsibility for jobs and living 

standards. Each is arranged on a 7 point scale. The means 

of the full sample do conform to Fiorina's results: voters 

are more moderate than their perceptions of the parties. 

However if one looks at the breakdown of voters by 

subsample, based on type of straight and split-ticket 

voters, the findings do not conform to Fiorina's hypotheses. 
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First, there is little difference between different 

types of voters' perception of the parties. This result can 

be found in the net difference (NET DIFF) column on each 

table. The magnitude of difference across election years 

and voter types for liberal/conservative rating is a low of 

.95 for DP/RC ticket splitters in 1984 and high of 3.03 for 

straight republican voters in 1988. When one looks at 

specific policy areas those differences decrease even more. 

The magnitude of the differences on Government 

responsibility for Jobs and living standards was a low of 

1.21 and a high of 2.29j for defense spending the low was 

.43 and the high 2.12; and for government providsion of 

goods and services the low was 1.04 and the high was 2.58. 

Thus across time and voter type there is remarkable 

similarity in the way they view the parties. 

There are, however, some patterns which emerge. 

Examining party perceptions among voter type, we can see 

that in virtually every case, split-ticket voters view the 

parties as more moderate than straight-ticket voters. (eg. 

the net difference is smaller for split-ticket voters than 

straight ticket voters). If an individual's perception of 

party position on a continuum is predictive of a person's 

vote then the support from this early descriptive analysis 

is not welcome news for the policy balancing model. The 

evidence presented here provides more support for the 



alternative hypothesis that split-ticket voting is the 

result of ambiguous perceptions of the parties. 
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In addition to the general support for the alternative 

hypothesis some other interesting findings emerge. Often 

split-ticket voters see themselves as more extreme than 

either party. Those means have been underlined in Tables 

3.5 -3. B. Fiorina states that "while all ticket splitters 

lie between the parties, not everyone between the parties 

splits" <1994, p.1l8). Clearly there are a number of voters 

across a number of issue positions who lie outside of the 

parties and yet vote a split-ticket (Born, 1993; Bloom, 

1994; Alvarez and Schousen, 1993). If perceptions of the 

parties on the liberal-conservative continuum cause split

ticket voting those voters who lie oust ide the parties 

should vote a straight ticket. Fiorina argues "when the 

parties are relatively close, near the center of gravity of 

the electorate, ticket splitting declines. When parties 

move away from each other ... they open up a large policy 

range in which ticket-splitting is the voter response." 

(p.82) Yet the empirical results fail to confirm this. The 

range, depicted as net difference, was the highest in 1976 

and 1992 the two most recent occurances of unified 

government, while it was the lowest in 1984 a year of 

divided government. This is precisely the opposite pattern 

one would expect from the policy balancing model. A large 

range should lead to divided government, not unfied 
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government. 

Finally, a third interesting point is the larger NET 

DIFF scores for Republican presidential voters when compared 

to Democratic presidential voters and the degree to which 

voters perceptions of parties closely track their 

presidential vote. Voters perceptions of parties are 

heavily influenced by who they like in the presidential 

election. Republican presidential voters see the Democrats 

as more liberal than the national mean and Democratic 

presidential voters see Republicans as more conservative. 

Likewise, Republican presidential voters see the Republicans 

as more moderate and Democratic presidential voters see the 

Democrats as more moderate. These perceptions are related 

to presidential not congressional vote choice. 

These findings seriously undermine any spatial 

explanation for split-ticket voting based on policy 

differences between parties. Clearly, when looking at 

perceptions of voters based on their type of vote Fiorina's 

explanation is not confirmed for split-ticket voting. The 

most extreme views of the parties are held by straight

ticket voters. Split-ticket voters tend to see the parties 

as being more similar. On some issues, split-ticket voters 

are more extreme than their view of both parties. Finally, 

split-ticket voters who vote for a Democrat for President 

and a Republican for Congress are more similar to straight 
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Democratic voters than to Republican President/ Democratic 

Congress split-ticket voters. In other words, voters' 

perceptions of the parties are more effectively classified 

according to their presidential vote rather than the type of 

vote (straight or split). Quite simply there is little 

relationship between party perceptions and the type of vote 

Parties, because of the distribution of public opinion and 

the winner take all district based electoral system, tend to 

take centrist positions. Their rationality leads them to 

obscure positions on divisive issues and concentrate on non

partisan tangible benefits (Fiorina, 1979) and 

"image" (Ragsdale, 1992). 

Institutional Fit? 

Jacobson (1990) presents an alternative explanation of 

divided government based on voter rationality. Jacobson's 

theory involves two inter-related sets of explanations. 

First, district level data on challengers and incumbents are 

coupled with election returns to explain Democratic 

dominance of Congress, then aggregate survey data is used to 

show that voters' desire the divided outcome. 

The Theory 

According to Jacobson, the Presidency is an office 

designed to deliver collective goods and the Republican 

ideology of low taxes, economic growth and fiscal 

conservatism fit well with what the voters look for in the 

President. However, as rational individuals, voters seek to 
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moderate the local private costs associated with the public 

goods. While voters may want the deficit cut they do not 

want programs cut that impact them. Democratic 

congresspersons have an ideology that is better able to 

preserve the local benefits and therefore they tend to put 

forward better candidates. Jacobson argues that: 

" ... majorities prefer a president committed to 
a set of diffuse collective goods and 
congressional representatives committed to 
minimizing what they have to give up in order 
to achieve those collective goals ... Offered 
two presidential candidates, voters choose the 
one they think more likely to keep taxes low, 
and defense strong and govern competently. 
Offered two House candidates, voters choose 
the one they think more likely to deliver 
local benefits and protect their favorite 
spending ... (1990, p.119) In the past decade 
or so, parties have taken positions that 
allow voters to express both sets of 
preferences at the polls: They can vote 
for Republican presidential candidates 
committed to the diffuse collective goods 
of low taxes, economic efficiency, and a 
strong national defense, and for congressional 
Democrats who promise to minimize the price 
they have to pay for these goods in forgone 
benefits." (1990, p.112) 

Voters choose the better candidate in pair-wise 

contests which leads to electing more Democratic 

Congressional candidates and more Republican presidential 

candidates. Jacobson demonstrates how Democratic 

challengers and aspirants in open seats, as a group, are of 

consistently better quality than Republican challengers and 

thus explains Democratic dominance of the House. He then 

goes on to show, using aggregate survey results, that public 
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opinion does see the President and Congress in those ways. 

Jacobson, like Fiorina, makes both theoretical and 

methodological errors in support of his theory. The 

theoretical criticisms aimed at Fiorina also apply to 

Jacobson. If voters are rational calculating utility 

maximizers, why are the parties not attempting to maximize 

their utility? From a theoretical perspective, it could 

hardly be argued that the Republicans are happy to be known 

as the party that imposes local costs and the Democrats as 

being unable to deliver public goods. Since the goal of the 

parties is to win total control of government, it seems odd 

that the two parties would persist for so long in 

maintaining the non-winning ideologies. It seems especially 

irrational for the Democrats to knowingly adopt policies 

that inhibit their chances of going to the White House and 

for the Republicans to adopt policies that block them from 

becoming the majority party in the House of Representatives. 

At least from a rhetorical perspective, both parties should 

want to do both--provide public goods and prevent private 

costs. 

The second problem with his conclusions is that 

Jacobson assumes the only important split-ticket voters are 

those who split for a Republican president and Democratic 

congressional candidate. Jacobson's theory cannot account 

for the voter who splits a ticket between the Democratic 
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presidential candidate and Republican congressional 

candidate. By Jacobson's logic, they should see Democratic 

presidents delivering better collective goods and Republican 

congressional candidates as able to deliver particularized 

benefits, but those voters are apparently misperceiving 

institutional strengths and their party fit. Any theory 

that can explain all types of ticket splitting will clearly 

be superior to a theory that only attempts to explain one 

type of ticket splitting. 

From a methodological perspective, Jacobson, like 

Fiorina, fails to test the behavioral basis of split-ticket 

voting on split-ticket voters. Jacobson builds his 

empirical evidence on voter perceptions with aggregate 

survey data drawn from various separate surveys over the 10 

year period from 1978 to 1988. Thus results from surveys 

taken during the period of unified government from 1978 to 

1980 are mixed with those from 1981 through 1988 a period of 

divided government. Some results were obtained during 

presidential elections and others from off-year elections. 

The Evidence 

Empirically, there are 2 fundamental questions to be 

answered if Jacobson's theory is to account for current 

experiences with divided government. First, patterns of 

split-ticket voting must--over time and across states-

follow the dominant pattern of Republican President and 

Democratic Congress. Second, split-ticket voting must be a 
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result of the perceptions of the parties as they relate to 

public goods and private costs/benefits. 

We have already seen from the discussion in Chapter 2 

that patterns of split-ticket voting are heavily dependent 

on region and election year. Jacobson's explanation is 

unable to account for the incidence of split results during 

the 1940s in which people voted for a Democratic President 

and Republican House candidates. In addition. he is unable 

to account for the results of the 1964 election which saw a 

predominance of split-ticket voting in favor of the 

Democratic presidential candidate and Republican 

congressional candidates. In fact. if one removes the South 

from total split-ticket voting. the patterns of split-ticket 

voting do not resemble the pattern Jacobson needs to 

substantiate his theory. Clearly. as I discussed in chapter 

2. the pattern of split-ticket voting is related to the 

party who wins the presidency and the closeness of the 

election. 

Table 3.9 about here 

Table 3.9 shows hypothesized voter perceptions of 

political parties on two ANES questions regarding taxes and 

social security.(S) The hypothesized patterns of party 

perceptions are based on the pu~lic goods and private costs 

distinction made by Jacobson. The vertical axis represents 



103 

the percentage of voters responding to the two Questions as 

Democrats. The horizontal axis arrays voters by their type 

of vote. Pattern A in Table 3.9 presents the expected 

pattern if party perceptions drive presidential vote choice. 

A relatively similar percentage of straight Republican 

voters and RP/DC ticket splitters should see the Republicans 

as less likely to cut social security and less likely to 

raise taxes. Pattern B depicts what is expected if party 

perceptions are shaped by congressional elections. We would 

expect simlar responses from like congressional voters if 

Jacobson is correct. Since taxes are a broad public good we 

would expect they follow presidential vote choice but we 

would expect the social security Question to follow the 

congressional vote. 

Table 3.10 about here 

Table 3.10 shows voter perceptions of political parties 

on the two ANES questions regarding taxes and social 

security. In Table 3.10 we would expect RP/DC split-ticket 

voters to view the Republican as more likely to cut social 

security and the Democrats as more likely to raise taxes. 

While the RP/DC voters do see the Democrats as more likely 

to raise taxes, they are no more likely than straight 

Republican voters to see Republicans as likely to cut Social 

Security. In fact, Republican presidential voters are 

similar in their perception of the parties, as are 
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Democratic presidential voters. If an individual's 

perception of the parties' issue positions predicts their 

vote. it does so at the presidential level. Thus the actual 

pattern for responses to both questions resembles pattern A. 

Voters' perceptions of the parties for both public goods and 

private costs are shaped by presidential campaigns. 

If Jacobson's theory is correct, one would expect to 

see rather large differences between the way straight and 

split-ticket voters see the parties. These differences are 

minimal and a brief look at the split-ticket voting rates of 

the individuals who perceive the public goods/private costs 

institutional fit show that the relationship is opposite of 

the one Jacobson predicts. Split-ticket voting among all 

voters in 1988 was 26%, but among voters who see the 

Democrats as likely to raise taxes and the Republicans as 

likely to cut social security (Jacobson voters), it was just 

20.9%. In 1992, the figures were 41% for the electorate at 

large and 37.7% for Jacobson voters. In addition, to 

explain the incidence of DP/RC ticket splitting, voters 

should have the opposite perception of party strengths as 

the RP/DC ticket splitters. Yet this expectation is not 

borne out by the data. Only 13 voters in 1988 and 1992 

combined actually saW the parties opposite to Jacobson 

voters. Voters simply do not perceive much difference 

between the two parties on these key issues. 
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Conclusion 

Do voters choose divided government? Since it does not 

appear that artifacts of the electoral college and seat to 

vote translation cause divided government in presidential 

elections and divided government arises from split-ticket 

voting, voters are in a technical sense "choosing" divided 

government. The question becomes why do voters choose 

divided government? If the argument of this research is 

correct then voters choose candidates to a large degree 

because of the way the elections are shaped by elites. In 

the next chapter I will introduce a model of split-ticket 

voting which uses measures of candidate attractiveness, 

district type, and party to analyze the behavioral and 

structural origins of the phenomenon. I reconceptualize 

split-ticket voting in a way that allows us to understand 

the independent effects of variables in causing defections 

from straight-ticket voting. 
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Notes 

1) A third explanation that bases its framework on a version 
of rational issues voting is Petrocik. 1992. Petrocik 
proposes an issue explanation of divided government based on 
party ownership of issues. His argument is unconvincing and 
his evidence is lacking so I do not discuss it in this 
chapter. His issue explanation is lacking in several 
respects: first, as Jacobson and Fiorina. Petrocik fails to 
test his explanation on split-ticket voters. Are split 
ticket voters more or less likely to see issues as being 
owned or shared? Second. fully 70% of all congressional 
voters had no issues at all tied to the campaigns. To 
develop an issue explanation when 3 quarters of the voters 
in 1 of the two races have no issue perceptions in the race 
seems like a stretch. Third even the results Petrocik 
presents (1992. pp. 27 and 30) are not very supportive of 
the theory. While there are clearly national problems which 
voters perceive, the degree to which they tie those problems 
to solutions offered by candidates is another issue. While 
most voters (84%) could link one problem with candidates 
this is by and large the extent of issue involvement in the 
campaign. In fact there is no evidence in his book that 
even attempts to explain how this explains split-ticket 
voting. The overall theoretical argument I use in 
questioning the Fiorina explanation applies equally well 
here. 

2) A large number of studies use the spatial model for 
explaining party behavior. Even the American Voter(1960) 
incorporates this model into their explanation of the 
dynamics of party ideologies. See Enelow and Hinich, (1990) 
for an overview of the current state of research employing 
the spatial model. 

3) It is understandable that Fiorina failed to include the 
multivariate model of ticket splitting in his book. which 
was published 4 years after the article, given its inability 
to explain much of the variance in split ticket voting. 

4) The breakdown of the means by type of vote reduces the 
problems associated with using the national means. One 
would expect this approach to minimize the deviations around 
the mean and reduce the degree to which strong identifiers 
skew the national means. 

5) The responses are to the questions: which party is more 
likely to increase taxes; which party is more likely to cut 
social security. 
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Table 3.1 
The Policy Balancing Model 

I 
I 
I 

D DR I 
I I I 
I I I 

1 I 2 3 I 4 I 
I I I I 
V1 V2 I V3 

25% 20% I 
I 
I 

Democratic Presidential Vote = 45% 
Democratic Congressional Vote = 60% 

RD 
I 
I 
5 

35% 

R 
I 
I 
6 I 

I 
V4 

20% 

Note: This Table adapted from Fiorina (1992) pg.76, Figure 
5.3 and pg. 77, Figure 5.4, pg. 78 

7 



D 
I 
I 

1 I 2 
I 
Vl 
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Table 3.5 
Mean Voter Perception of Parties on 

Liberal/Conservative Scale By Type Vote 

Year Perception of 
Democratic 

1976 
All Voters 
Straight Republican 
Straight Democratic 
RP/DC 
DP/RC 

1980 
All Voters 
Straight Republican 
Straight Democratic 
RP/DC 
DP/RC 

1984 
All Voters 
Straight Republican 
Straight Democratic 
RP/DC 
DP/RC 

1988 
All Voters 
Straight Republican 
Straight Democratic 
RP/DC 
DP/RC 

1992 
All Voters 
Straight Republican 
Straight Democratic 
RP/DC 
DP/RC 
Perot 

Party Voter 

2.84 
2.46 
3.03 
2.57 
3.36 

3.16 
2.77 
3.46 
3.03 
3.81 

3.21 
2.76 
3.48 
3.08 
3.75 

3.14 
2.59 
3.57 
2.93 
3.59 

3.06 
2.35 
3.29 
2.83 
3.35 
3.22 

4.31 
5.0 
3.55 
4.7 
4.06 

4.33 
5.02 
3.50 
4.78 
3.98 

4.27 
5.08 
3.55 
4.49 
3.52 

4.45 
5.22 
3.65 
4.69 
4.07 

4.20 
5.16 
3.37 
4.83 
3.80 
4.26 

Perception of 
Republican 

Party 

5.00 
4.95 
5.24 
4.72 
5.03 

5.20 
5.08 
5.43 
5.09 
5.12 

5.03 
5.10 
5.22 
5.06 
4.70 

5.21 
5.32 
5.22 
5.03 
5.02 

5.22 
5.24 
5.35 
5.07 
5.17 
5.14 

Source: American National Election Studies 

Net 
Diff 

2.16 
2.49 
2.21 
2. 15 
1. 67 

2.04 
2.31 
1. 97 
2.06 
1. 31 

1. 82 
2.34 
1. 74 
1. 98 
0.95 

2.07 
3.03 
1. 65 
2.10 
1. 43 

2.13 
2.89 
2.06 
2.24 
1. 82 
1. 92 
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Figures are the mean voter perception on a seven point scale 
by type of voter, the net diff column is the absolute 
difference between voters' perception of the Republican and 
Democratic parties. While perceptions of Presidential 
candidates are also availiable they are not significantly 
different from party perceptions. 



Table 3.6 
Mean Voter Perception of Parties on 

Government Responsibility for Jobs and 
Living Standards Scale By Type Vote 

Year Perception of 
Democratic 

1976 
All Voters 
Straight Republican 
Straight Democratic 
RP/DC 
DP/RC 

1980 
All Voters 
Straight Republican 
Straight Democratic 
RP/DC 
DP/RC 

1984 
All Voters 
Straight Republican 
Straight Democratic 
RP/DC 
DP/RC 

1988 
All Voters 
Straight Republican 
Straight Democratic 
RP/DC 
DP/RC 

1992 
All Voters 
Straight Republican 
Straight Democratic 
RP/DC 
DP/RC 
Perot 

Party Voter 

2.86 
2.57 
2.88 
2.83 
2.97 

2.93 
2.77 
3.02 
2.65 
3.20 

3.14 
2.94 
3.15 
3.18 
3.99 

3.33 
2.77 
3.59 
3.45 
3.32 

3.29 
2.87 
3.37 
3.03 
3.58 
3.50 

4.61 
5.34 
3.86 
4.71 
4.35 

4.40 
5.22 
3.48 
4.63 
4.19 

4.30 
5.03 
3.45 
4.62 
4.35 

4.60 
5.26 
3.83 
4.98 
4.56 

4.41 
5.22 
3.79 
4.88 
4.20 
4.51 

Perception of 
Republican 

Party 

4.55 
4.25 
4.90 
4.28 
4.26 

4.92 
4.81 
5.31 
4.34 
4.93 

4.87 
4.70 
5.32 
4.58 
5.20 

5.19 
5.00 
5.62 
4.80 
5.21 

5.29 
4.91 
5.66 
4.85 
5.51 
5.08 

Source: American National Election Studies 

Net 
Diff 

1. 69 
1. 68 
2.02 
1. 45 
1. 29 

1. 99 
2.04 
2.29 
1. 69 
1. 73 

1. 73 
1. 76 
2.17 
1. 40 
1. 21 

1. 86 
2.23 
2.03 
1. 35 
1. 89 

2.00 
2.04 
2.29 
1. 82 
1. 93 
1. 58 
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Table 3.7 
Mean Voter Perceptions of Parties on 

Defense Spending Scale By Type of Vote 

Year Perception of 
Democratic 

Party Voter 

1980 
All Voters 3.91 5.22 
Straight Republican 3.35 5.61 
Straight Democratic 4.62 4.85 
RP/DC 3.71 5.51 
DP/RC 4.22 4.65 

1984 
All Voters 3.31 3.96 
Straight Republican 3.01 4.55 
Straight Democratic 3.55 3.24 
RP/DC 3.11 4.27 
DP/RC 3.89 3.46 

1988 
All Voters 3.57 3.92 
Straight Republican 3.17 4.39 
Straight Democratic 3.85 3.24 
RP/DC 3.40 4.44 
DP/RC 3.89 3.69 

1992 
All Voters 3.31 3.46 
Straight Republican 2.81 3.92 
Straight Democratic 3.46 3.11 
RP/DC 3.23 3.78 
DP/RC 3.56 3.28 
Perot 3.35 3.38 

Perception of 
Republican Net 

Party Diff 

5.21 1. 30 
5.30 1. 95 
5.25 0.63 
5.15 1. 44 
5.07 0.43 

5.37 2.06 
5.13 2.12 
5.63 2.08 
5.24 2.13 
5.64 1. 75 

5.32 1. 75 
5.04 1. 87 
5.70 1. 85 
5.09 1. 69 
5.60 1. 62 

4.79 1. 46 
4.38 1. 57 
5.12 1. 66 
4.53 1. 30 
5.12 1. 56 
4.65 1. 30 
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Table 3.8 
Mean Voter Perception of Parties on 

Government Provision Of Goods and Services Scale 
By Type of Vote 

Year Perception of 
Democratic 

Party Voter 

1984 
All Voters 5.21 3.90 
Straight Republican 5.53 3.25 
Straight Democratic 5.01 4.62 
RP/DC 5.31 3.57 
DP/RC 5.00 4.36 

1988 
All Voters 5.02 4.01 
Straight Republican 5.43 3.32 
Straight Democratic 4.83 4.69 
RP/DC 4.96 3.82 
DP/RC 4.89 3.99 

1992 
All Voters 5.12 4.02 
Straight Republican 5.51 3.24 
Straight Democratic 5.00 4.52 
RP/DC 5.20 3.51 
DP/RC 4.86 4.29 
Perot 5.11 3.83 

Perception of 
Republican Net 

Party Di ff 

3.06 2.15 
3.30 2.23 
2.43 2.58 
3.11 2.20 
2.98 2.02 

3.48 1. 54 
3.80 1. 63 
3.05 1. 78 
3.68 1. 28 
3.85 1. 04 

3.21 1. 91 
3.43 2.08 
2.86 2.14 
3.60 1. 60 
3.16 1. 70 
3.35 1. 76 

Source: American National Election Studies 
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Table 3.9 
Hypothetical Perceptions of Parties 

Based on Jacobson's 
Public Goods/Private Benefits 
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Table 3.10 
Percentage of Voters Identifying 

a Political Party 

Year Republicans No Democrats 

Which party is more 
likely to cut social 
security? 

1988 
All Voters 
Straight R 
RP/DC 
DP/RC 
Straight D 

1992 
All Voters 
Straight R 
RP/DC 
Perot 
DP/RC 
Straight D 

40.7 
20.2 
25.3 
50.0 
62.7 

41. 4 
17.8 
24.4 
42.0 
49.1 
58.2 

Which party is more 
likely to increase 
taxes? 

1988 
All Voters 
Straight R 
RP/DC 
DP/RC 
Straight D 

1992 
All Voters 
Straight R 
RP/DC 
Perot 
DP/RC 
Straight D 

14.3 
4.7 

14.8 
22.5 
20.8 

15.4 
3.6 

11.8 
13.0 
15.0 
25.0 

Difference 

53.0 
69.6 
65.7 
48.6 
34.4 

47.2 
62.0 
51. 9 
46.4 
45.4 
37.8 

41. 8 
27.7 
35.0 
49.3 
55.4 

44.2 
30.4 
38.2 
45.5 
57.5 
50.8 

Source: All data from ANES 1988 and 1992 

6.3 
10.1 
25.3 
1.4 
2.9 

11. 4 
20.2 
23.7 
11.6 
5.6 
4.0 

44.0 
67.6 
50.3 
28.2 
23.8 

40.4 
66.0 
50.0 
41. 5 
27.4 
24.1 
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n 

993 
336 
172 

72 
407 

1387 
326 
131 
293 
108 
529 

1001 
343 
183 

71 
404 

1420 
335 
136 
301 
113 
535 
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INFORMATION, CANDIDATES, AND ISSUES 

Split-ticket voting is the result of races in two 

different electoral arenas. My theory of split-ticket 

voting continues logically from my earlier discussion of 

Downs and is based on assuming candidate and party 

rationality with split-ticket voting being an outgrowth. It 

avoids the internal contradiction evident in both Fiorina's 

and Jacobson's versions of rational split-ticket voting. 

When parties and candidates act rationally there is a 

decreased probability that any voter will be able to make a 

rational issue based decision. 

The Information Theory 

Information (its source and distribution) provides the 

basis for my theory of split-ticket voting. Since the costs 

of information are high and the potential contribution of 

gathering each piece of information to the decision is small 

(as in voting), people tend to rely on free information. 

(Downs, 1957) Two potential patterns of information 

disbursement are relevant. Pattern A represents an election 

with two or more candidates with relatively equal resources 

and high levels of media coverage. The result is a race 

with high saliency and voters who possess information about 

both candidates. Pattern B races consist of one or more 

candidates with one candidate possessing most of the 

resources. Since outcomes are more predictable, there are 

low levels of media coverage. The result is low saliency of 
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the race and voters who possess small amounts of 

information. Since rational candidates have incentives to 

create policy ambiguity in all races, most of the 

information should be non-policy or policy ambiguous 

(Shepsle, 1974). When resources are in the hands of parties 

we would expect party loyalty appeals to dominate and when 

resources are in the hands of candidates, personal candidate 

centered appeals dominate. 

Given the wide degree of coverage of presidential 

elections and the relatively equal resources both major 

party candidates possess, we would expect presidential 

elections to follow pattern A. Thus it would not be 

surprising that many voters have formed opinions about the 

candidates. While these opinions are often based on vague 

assessments about candidate attributes and less so on 

policies nonetheless they exist(Ragsdale, 1992). Many 

congressional elections, however, currently follow pattern 

B. Since the incumbency advantage leads to an imbalance of 

monetary resources in most districts (Malbin, 1984) and the 

other perquisites of office give incumbents a wider 

opportunity to advertise, credit claim and take positions, 

we would expect heavily one sided information. (Jacobson, 

1992: Beth, 1981: 1984) This is fundamental to an 

understanding of both the occurrence of split-ticket voting 

and the patterns of divided government. When information 
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patterns are divergent between the two 

races, an individual is likely to split their ticket. When 

patterns are convergent the likelihood of split-ticket 

voting should decline. 

Often the criticism of rational voting rests on low 

issue awareness, the weak cognitive skills of voters, and 

the unrealistic assumptions of rationality. (Bloom, 1994) 

Yet low issue awareness and the lack of "rational policy 

voting" is better understood as the result of incentives for 

elites in providing those issue positions. If parties and 

candidates decide not to provide different policy positions 

is it a surprise that individuals do not see the candidates 

in terms of their policies? By the time candidates run for 

office at the national level, however, all candidates have 

staked out some issue positions. If confronted with issues, 

we would expect candidates to emphasize the aspects of their 

opponent's record which would provide votes and down play 

controversial positions of their own which would cost votes. 

When resources are equal and both candidates adhere to this 

strategy then one would expect negative issue campaigns and 

to have positive and negative candidate factors accentuated. 

But when resources are unequal, we would expect voters to 

possess only one half of the picture. There is likely to be 

little issue content since the candidate with resources may 

present candidate centered characteristics without the fear 

of their opponent bringing up issues. 
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Thus the logic of policy ambiguity coupled with the 

desire for victory leads the information theory to 

hypothesize that candidates and parties will de-emphasize 

their positions on all but the most popular issues(on which 

both candidates usually agree) leaving voters to make 

decisions based on other cues. Equal resources leads to 

choices in either direction while unequal resources 

structures choices in one predominat direction. 

Types of Voters 

Recently research has attempted to test the policy 

balancing and institutional fit theories using ANES survey 

data (Bloom, 1994: Alvarez and Schousen, 1993: Born, 1994: 

Palmer, 1992). But like Fiorina's (1988) test of his 

theory, these efforts are incomplete. From a theoretical 

perspective each study assumes that Fiorina's and Jacobson's 

characterization of rational voting is correct and then 

moves on to test the behavioral calculus of the theories. 

Second from a methodological perspective, these studies fail 

to explain much of the variance in the vote. Given a 74.7% 

straight ticket voting rate in 1988, the models must be able 

to exceed 75% correctly predicted to improve upon the simple 

assumption of straight ticket voting by all. Comparatively, 

historically, and in every single United States national 

election for which survey data is available, the dominant 

pattern of behavior is a straight party vote. Any study of 
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split-ticket voting must be able to distinguish not only 

straight-ticket voters from split-ticket voters but also be 

able to explain why individuals defect at the presidential 

or congressional level in different ways and at some times 

but not others. 

Bloom (1993) represents one of the few models which 

attains prediction rates above 75%, but his model suffers a 

draw back. Bloom's model, includes an interactive term for 

a voter's presidential evaluation by the district's 

incumbency status (see also Born, 1994). This measure does 

not allow for the assessment of the independent effects of 

each factor. 

Conceptually it is easy to distinguish voters who, for 

one reason or another, choose not to vote straight ticket 

but in order to discern why an individual splits his or her 

ticket we need an operationalization which allows us to 

compare different types of split-ticket voters. 

If we assume that voters are inclined to vote a 

straight ticket then the key becomes trying to explain why 

and at what level (President or Congress) individuals defect 

from that straight ticket vote. Table 4.1 presents a 

conceptualization of split-ticket voters which allows us to 

differentiate types of split-ticket voters. (McAllister and 

Darcy, 1993) 

Table 4.1 about here 
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The rows in Table 4.1 represent congressional ticket 

splitters. Thus one would compare straight Republicans to 

those that vote Republican for president and Democrat for 

Congress in the first row and straight Democrats to those 

who voted for the Democratic president but a Republican 

congressperson in the second row. The columns provide 

another set of comparisons. These are presidential ticket 

splitters (those that share like congressional votes but who 

voted for different presidential parties). 

Since voters can choose not to vote a straight ticket 

at either the Presidential or Congressional level, this 

scheme allows us to assess the fit of various competing 

explanations of split-ticket voting and determine the 

independent impact of each explanatory variable on the 

probability that an individual will split their ticket and 

how they will split. In addition, this conceptualization 

allows us to determine if there are different causes of 

different types of split-ticket voting and test theories in 

a subtler manner than has been done in the past. For 

instance, Jacobson does not characterize his explanation as 

accounting for all split-ticket voting. In fact. his theory 

is expressly designed to explain one type of ticket 

splitting (RP/DC). To test his theory on all ticket 

splitters is somewhat unfair since the dependent variable 

includes DP/RC split-ticket voters which the theory is not 
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designed to explain. Yet this is what previous research has 

done. Tests of his theory are on a dichotomous dependent 

variable conceptualized as straight or split (Bloom, 1994: 

Born, 1994: Alvarez and Schousen, 1993). With the 

conceptualization utilized above, we can explore the 

relationship between Jacobson's theoretical explanation and 

the specific split-ticket voter whose behavior Jacobson 

seeks to explain. 

Logistic regression is one of the most widely used 

techniques for multivariate analysis on dichotomous 

dependent variables (Aldrich and Nelson, 1984; Knoke and 

Burke, 1980) and it is employed here. I will use American 

National Election Study data for 1988 to test the policy 

balancing, institutional fit and information theories of 

split-ticket voting. The models are tested on the four sets 

of dependent variables: two types of presidential splitters 

and two types of congressional splitters. (1) Straight 

ticket voters in each equation are coded a while split

ticket voters are coded 1. I will first provide descriptive 

data regarding information in campaigns and conclude by 

testing all three explanations in a multivariate model. 

The Results 

Given that I argued that split-ticket voting is caused 

by divergent patterns of information and that current 

patterns of information possession vary depending on which 

office is being contested, I will present some descriptive 
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data on voters and information. 

Table 4.2 about here 

Problems 

Table 4.2 presents data on important national problems 

for the election of 1988. The data is broken down by the 

type of split or straight-ticket vote and percentage of each 

type of voter who identifies 1, 2, or 3 national problems. 

The final rows indicate the average number of problems 

identified. In looking at the table it is clear that most 

individuals can identify their most pressing political 

concerns. Nationally, 98% of all voters in 1988 identified 

at least one issue. Two-thirds of all voters could identify 

three national problems each year. 

Table 4.3 about here 

Table 4.3 presents similar data on important issues in 

the congressional campaign. The findings are not new and 

demonstrate the continuing low levels of issue awareness in 

congressional campaigns. (Ragsdale and Cook, 1987; Mann, 

1978; Hinkley, 1981; Petrocik, 1992) Table 4.3 shows that 

only 33% of voters in 1988 were able to identify one issue 

and less than 5% of voters can identify 3 issues. 

Comparing the final rows from tables 4.2 and 4.3 shows 
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that there is 5 to 6 times more issue perceptions nationally 

in presidential elections as compared to congressional 

elections. In presidential elections, voters identify 

national problems at a mean rate of 2.51 in 1988 and these 

rates were similar across all voter types. Yet in 

congressional elections the mean rate was .44 in 1988 and 

these amounts vary remarkably little across different types 

of straight and split-ticket voters as well. Thus most 

voters are able to identify national problems but few 

identify congressional issues, regardless of whether the 

respondent voted straight or split ticket. Thus all voters, 

regardless of the type of vote they cast, can idetify their 

most pressing political cancers in relatively equal amounts. 

Candidates 

Tables 4.4-4.11 present responses to the open ended 

questions probing what individuals liked about the 

candidates for 1988 by type of vote. Table 4.4 presents 

responses for the number of likes of the presidential 

candidate for whom the respondent voted. 

Table 4.4 about here 

Nationally a large number of voters are able to 

identify at least one reason they like their presidential 

choice, many provide two or three reasons. For the first 

mention, I have subdivided responses based on whether they 

were policy oriented (not shown), candidate oriented 
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(referring to personal characteristics of the candidates 

leadership abilities or experience), or party/candidate 

responses. Most of the reasons people gave for liking a 

candidate were in fact candidate oriented. 

Table 4.5 about here 

Table 4.5 presents the same data for the presidential 

candidates for whom the respondent did not vote. 1bese 

reflect Republican preSidential voters evaluation of the 

Democratic candidate and vice versa. As one would expect, 

people have many more likes for the candidates for whom they 

vote than for those they do not. But as in Table 4.4 most 

of the likes are candidate oriented and not policy oriented. 

Tables 4.6 and 4.7 about here 

Tables 4.6 and 4.7 provide responses regarding the 

number of dislikes of the presidential candidates. The 

tables are arranged as before with the dislikes of the 

candidate for whom the respondent voted in Table 4.6 and 

the candidate for whom the respondent did not vote in Table 

4.7. As expected, percentages of responses in the dislike 

category are much higher for the candidate for whom the 

respondent did not vote. Voters did not dislike many things 

about the candidates they voted for ranging around 30% for 

one dislike. But 70% could name something they disliked 
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about the candidate they did not vote for. Also one will 

quickly notice that candidate-oriented factors decline in 

Tables 4.6 and 4.7 as compared to Tables 4.4 and 4.5. Thus 

generally voters can name positive factors for the 

presidential candidate for whom they voted and negative 

factors for the candidate they voted against. The positive 

comments heavily favor candidate-oriented factors, while the 

negative comments are split between party, candidate, and 

policy considerations. 

Table 4.8 about here 

Congressional elections, as we know are a different 

story. Table 4.8 presents data comparable to that in Table 

4.4. The table shows that most voters are unable to give 

any reason for liking the congressional candidate for whom 

they voted. Ranging from a low of 41% for straight 

democratic voters to a high of 50.68% for democratic 

president and republican congress ticket splitters, the 

majority of voters can not name 1 positive factor. In· 

addition, these minimal percentages drop rapidly and few 

voters can name 3 or more reasons they like a candidate (10-

15%) . 

Looking at the types of positive responses provided, 

candidate oriented factors again predominate. The range is 

from 61.5% for straight Republicans to 78.03% for straight 
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Democrats. The second prominent type of responses are 

party/candidate linkages and these are mentioned more by 

straight ticket voters than split-ticket voters. Thus 

congressional elections have less issue content than 

presidential elections and are even more candidate centered. 

Table 4.9 about here 

Table 4.9 presents dislikes for the congressional 

candidate for whom the respondent voted. Clearly few voters 

perceive anything wrong with their candidate. Between 3.7% 

and 13.7% of voters could identify one dislike and less than 

5% could identify more than one dislike. 

Tables 4.10 and 4.11 about here 

Tables 4.10 and 4.11 present like and dislike responses 

for the congressional candidate the respondent did not vote 

for. Here too. voters have very few opinions of that 

candidate. Patterns of congressional information diverge 

quite distinctly at this point from the patterns of 

presidential elections. Beyond overall higher levels of 

awareness of presidential candidates there was a significant 

difference between the likes and dislikes for the candidates 

depending on who the respondent voted for. 70% of voters 

were able to identify at least one reason for voting for a 

person and one reason they voted against. In congressional 

elections only about half the voters could give one reason 



they voted for a person and virtually none could give a 

reason for disliking either candidate. 
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Thus although people recognize national problems and 

some identify congressional issues most do not link those 

issues with candidates. (Mann and Wolfinger, 1980; Hinkley, 

1981; Powell, 1988; Petrocik, 1992) When policies are 

linked to candidates they tend to be linked with presidents 

in negative ways (as dislikes). Congressional issues are 

virtually never linked to the vote. Candidate oriented 

factors playa much higher role in congressional elections 

as a percentage of responses. Thus most voters have few 

perceptions about congressional candidates and when they do 

they are overwhelmingly positive and policy neutral. This 

is an important difference from presidential elections since 

voters tend to hold some opinions about presidential 

candidates but they are heavily positive for the candidate 

for whom they voted and heavily negative for the candidate 

for whom the respondent did not vote. While this finding is 

not new (Campbell, Converse, Miller, and Stokes, 1960; 

Campbell et. al., 1966; Peirce, Beatty, and Hagner, 1982), 

the similarity across different types of voters is 

important. In 1988, split-ticket voters were no more likely 

to have formed opinions about candidates than straight 

ticket voters. In addition, they were less likely to 

identify party/candidate linkages when compared with 
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straight ticket voters. It appears that very similar cues 

are driving both straight and split-ticket voting and those 

cues are candidate based. Patterns of information vary by 

candidates across type of race (President or Congress) not 

type of vote (straight or split). There are predictable 

patterns with people voting for the presidential candidate 

they like and the congressional candidate they know about or 

can identify. 

A Multivariate Test 

Table 4.12 presents the results of the multivariate 

model designed to test Fiorina and Jacobson explanations of 

split-ticket voting. The variables are designed to test the 

behavioral dimensions underlying the policy balancing model 

and insitutional fit model. A first hypothesis tests 

whether voters who see the parties as extreme are more 

likely to split their ticket. the Variable (lcdif) measures 

the absolute difference in the voters placement of the two 

parties on the seven point liberal conservative scale. 

According to Fiorina, as parties move to the extremes the 

propensity for split-ticket voting increases. A second 

hypothesis tests Fiorina's arguement that split ticket 

voters are more likely to have negative impressions of the 

party. He maintains that " ... if the citizenry chooses to 

split control so as to frustrate both parties, should they 

be blamed? On the contrary, perhaps they should be praised 

for frustrating the arrogant, cynical, self-serving elites 
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who wish to govern them." The sum of the feeling 

thermometer scores for the two parties (POOROP) gives us a 

good test of whether split ticket voters have a poorer 

opinion of the parties than straight ticket voters. 

The model also tests Jacobson's hypothesis that voters 

who percieve the parties to fit the insititutional strengths 

of Congress and the Presidency. Individuals who responded 

to the two ANES questions on which party will raise taxes 

and which party will cut social security. A response to the 

two questions as: Republicans are more likely to cut social 

security, and the Democrats are more likely to raise taxes 

was coded 1, while all other combinations were coded O. 

If it is an important cause of ticket splitting then we 

would expect a significant positive relationship with RP/DC 

ticket splitting. 

PARTY ID is included as a control variable since 

research has shown that partisan attachment will affect the 

voters perceptions of candidates. (Markus and Converse, 

1978) 

Table 4.12 about here 

The results clearly confirm the policy ambiguity 

alternative hypothesis argued in chapter 3. When voters 

perception of the parties on a liberal/conservative scale 

is extreme the more likely they are to vote a straight 
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ticket. The more similar voters view the parties. the 

greater the likelihood that voters will split their ticket. 

Second. the variable designed to test the insititutional fit 

explanation undermines Jacobson's explanation. Those voters 

who perceive a relationship between the parties and public 

goods or private costs in the way Jacobson has hypothesized 

are actually less likely to split their tickets. (2) 

Finally. having a negative opinion of the parties has no 

significant effect on an individuals propensity to split 

their ticket. 

The model does not explain ticket splitting very well 

as revealed by the percent correctly predicted. Overall 

prediction rates hover around 75% but this fit is achieved 

without explaining why voters split. With the high number 

of observations. variables do show significance but they 

never significantly increase the probability that someone 

will vote split-ticket. Thus there is little support for 

theories which argue that differences between the parties 

are causing split-ticket voting. 

While ambiguity increases the likelihood that 

individuals will split their ticket. it fails to tell us who 

will split their ticket. I will therefore test the theory 

of information and candidate knowledge. Since voters have 

information about both presidential candidates I will use 

feeling thermometers to judge the popularity of the 

presidential candidates to the voters. The presidential 
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popularity measure is hypothesized to increase the 

likelihood that a voter will split their tickets if they 

choose the congressional candidate of the other party. When 

voters choose the congressional candidate of thsame party as 

their presidential vote choice, presidential popularity is 

expected to reduce split-ticket voting. 

Feeling thermometers are a valuable summary measure of 

presidential candidate popularity. First unlike many of the 

policy variables from the ANES, the thermometers are 

available in a causal sequence which minimizes contamination 

with the dependent variable. Many of the policy oriented 

questions about the presidential race are asked after the 

vote during the post-election survey. The feeling 

thermometers, however, are asked in the pre-election survey 

and the post-election survey. Secondly, as much of the 

literature on presidential elections will attest, there are 

many different and often conflicting reasons why someone 

votes for a presidential candidate. The usefulness of the 

feeling thermometer as a measure is that it allows voters to 

make a rational/cognitive/emotional judgement that is 

relatively simple but has many underlying components. 

Since voters possess virtually no information on both 

congressional candidates an alternative to feeling 

thermometers will have to be used. Therefore, several 

structural variables are used to examine the role of 
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congressional races in causing split-ticket voting. 

These variables are expected to explain why individuals 

differ in the party of their congressional vote even if they 

vote for the same party's presidential candidate. The 

structural variables used are incumbency status of the 

district (DEMINC, REPINC) and the presence of opposition 

(UNOPDEM). Whether an incumbent decides to run again and 

whether there is a challenger or not are ultimately made by 

elites before the election is salient in the minds of the 

voters (Ragsdale and Cook, 1986: Jacobson and Kernell, 

1987). In addition, incumbency is the primary cue around 

which elites deploy their resources. (Jacobson, 1990: 

Jacobson and Kernell, 1983) These effects are captured by 

dummy variables scored one if the condition is met or 0 if 

not for: a Republican incumbent: a Democratic incumbent: or 

an unopposed Democrat. (3) 

I utilize a measure for ballot type coded 1 if the 

state has a straight party provision on their ballot and 0 

if not (STRPROV). The importance of the straight ticket 

provision has been documented in the earliest studies of 

split-ticket voting (Rusk, 1970: Campbell and Miller, 1957: 

Cummings, 1967) and the ballot has been shown in recent work 

to be important. (McAllister and Darcy, 1993) It is 

hypothesized that ballot type will reduce congressional 

ticket splitting but have no effect on presidential 

splitting. Ballot type is thought to increase the ease of 
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straight ticket voting because it allows for a single mark 

to cast votes for all offices. Since presidential 

information is predominant it is expected that the straight 

ticket provision will allow those voters who select a 

presidential candidate to vote down the ticket with the 

straight ticket provision. We would not expect that voters 

would use the straight ticket provision to vote up the 

ticket from low saliency races. These factors are 

considered structural because they are largely out of the 

direct control of the voters. 

In addition. I have included the standard 7 point party 

identification scale folded and collapsed so that strong 

identifiers are coded 1. weak identifiers and leaners are 

coded .5 and independents are coded O. This variable is 

used as a control since strong identifiers would be expected 

to vote a straight ticket regardless of the candidates. 

Table 4.13 about here 

Table 4.13 presents the results for 1988. Not only is 

the model a good fit but the signs of all the coefficients 

are in the right direction and the variables are significant 

where we expect them to be. Presidential popularity is a 

strong determinant of split-ticket voting. The more popular 

a presidential candidate is the more likely voters are to 

split their votew in districts controlled by the opposite 
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party, especially if a congressional incumbent is running. 

In addition, Party ID is negatively related to split

ticket voting. This corroborates much of the previous 

research which finds partisanship to be a major factor in 

whether an individual splits. Ultimately however, 

presidential popularity and congressional incumbency are the 

most powerful explanations for split-ticket voting. 

The statistically significant structural variables 

together explain a great degree of the variance in 

congressional ticket splitting. Incumbency and lack of 

opposition cause individuals to defect from their 

presidential party. The congressional votes of a large 

number of voters are determined long before the campaign is 

salient in their minds. Decisions by elites about who will 

get challenged and who will get funding go a long way toward 

determining an individuals' vote in congressional elections. 

Presidential popularity explains defections from the 

voters congressional party. Presidential elections are 

largely behavioral in that popularity of a candidate causes 

the vote. The candidate based variables explain a 

significant amount of both straight and split-ticket voting. 

Upwards of 90% of straight ticket voters are correctly 

classified and over 70% of split-ticket voters are. 

Yet one question remains-- do Jacobson's and Fiorina's 

theories add anything to the candidate based explanation of 

split-ticket voting. Table 4.14 presents the results of the 
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regressions where the measures associated with party 

differences are included in the candidate based explanation 

of split-ticket voting. 

Table 4.14 about here 

In Table 4.14 we clearly see that, after controlling 

for incumbency, only one of the Fiorina/Jacobson variables 

is significant in the four equations. For presidential 

RP/DC voters, taxes and social security remain significant 

but in the opposite direction as that hypothesized by 

Jacobson. Clearly there is little support for either a 

policy balancing or institutional fit explanation of split-

ticket voting even after we control for incumbency. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter I have argued that an alternative 

theoretical argument for rational split-ticket voting, 

devoid of a policy message, was entirely plausible. I 

utilized descriptive data to buttress the theoretical 

conclusions of that alternative view of split-ticket voting. 

These models demonstrate that voters are not consciously 

choosing divided government based on some form of policy 

balancing or institutional fit. Differences voters perceive 

in the parties are not driving split-ticket voting. 

Recently, Fiorina has argued: "I have never believed 

that the individual-level calculus (that is, the policy 
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balancing postulate) in the model could be put to a 

conclusive direct test. Preference characteristics 

generally are matters of assumption in rational choice 

models. Obviously, very few voters could be aware of, let 

alone capable of, articulating preferences determined 

according to the policy-balancing postulate." (1994)(4) I 

have demonstrated that the assumptions fail to hold up 

theoretically and empirically. If researchers cannot test 

the theory then perhaps it amounts to little more than 

conjecture or wishful thinking. As long as the incentives 

lay the other direction, continued policy ambiguity across 

and within parties leads to the importance of other cues to 

guide voters. 

The way institutions structure resources in the absence 

of party constraints on elites, results in behavioral 

incentives and structural barriers to split and straight 

ticket voting. The behavioral incentives focus largely on 

the president because voters posess information and opinions 

on each candidate. Yet structural barriers to straight and 

split ticket voting occur at the congressional level. Even 

if voters wanted to vote out incumbents, they do not have 

the information or the alternative candidates to do so. If 

parties serve to unify the disparate incentives created by 

the Presidency and Congress then unified government can 

occur. When the arrangements of incentives and resources 

elevate politicians over parties then the differing 
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institutional incentives for candidates prevent unified 

government whether the institutions are nominally controlled 

by the same party or not. 

In the next chapter I will develop a multivariate model 

of split-ticket voting which attempts to determine if the 

president/incumbent relationship with split-ticket voting 

can explain the historical development of split-ticket 

voting. 
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Notes 

1) Since there is no a priori way to determine if a voter is 
splitting because they are defecting from their otherwise 
straight party vote at the presidential or congressional 
level, this conceptual scheme allows us to look at all 
voters from two different perspectives. Thus the two sets 
of congressional splitter runs and the two sets of 
presidential splitter runs look at the same voters but 
compares them in different ways. 

2) The formula for yeilding the probabilities associated 
with the coefficients is 1/1+e-(a+bX+ ... bX). This yeilds a 
baseline probability of ticket-splitting with all variables 
set to zero of .4996. When the Taxes/Social Security 
variable is set to 1 and the probability recalculated, it 
results in a value of .3425. 

3) While some may argue that incumbency is not the same as 
the congressional campaign, I believe this is a useful 
shortcut since incumbency is the dominante concept in the 
literature on congressional elections. Most of what is 
involved in a congressional campaign can be boiled down to 
incumbency. See Beth (1981: 1984) for a good review of the 
degree to which incumbency dominates our current discussion 
of congressional elections. 

4) While Fiorina may criticize my interpretation of his 
theory, I tested several alternative versions of the policy 
balancing model. Each, including a measure designed to see 
if voters are more likely to split when they fall between 
their perceptions of the two parties, performed worse than 
the simple distance measure. 
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Table 4.2 
Important National Problems and 

Spli t Ticket Vot ing, 1988 

RR RD DR DD 

142 

Nation 
------------------------------------------------------------
Total Voters 353 188 73 416 1030 

% Identifing 99.15 99.47 100 96.88 98.35 
1 Problem (350) (187) (73) (403) (1013) 

% Identifing 87.25 88.83 90.41 82.69 85.92 
2 Problems (308) (167) (66) (344) (885) 

% Identif ing 69.12 63.95 65.75 65.86 66.99 
3 Problems (244) (124) (48) (274) (690) 

Average Number 
of Problems per 2.56 2.54 2.56 2.45 2.51 
Voter 

source: ANES, 1988 
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% Identif ing 
1 Issue 

% Identif ing 
2 Issue 

% Identif ing 
3 Issue 

Average Number 
of Issues per 
Voter 

Table 4.3 
Issues in Congressional Elections 

and Split Ticket Voting, 1988 

RR RD DR DD 

34.56 30.31 26.02 35.81 
(122) (57) (19 ) (149) 

6.80 4.26 8.22 9.62 
(24) (8) (6) (40) 

1. 98 2.13 4.11 2.64 
(7) (4) (3) (11) 

0.43 0.37 0.38 0.48 

143 

Nation 

33.69 
(347) 

7.57 
(80) 

2.43 
(25) 

0.44 

------------------------------------------------------------
source: ANES, 1988 
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Table 4.4 
Percentage of Respondents Identifying Likes 

or the Presidential Candidate They Voted For 

RR RD DR 

144 

DD 

--------------------------~----------~-----------------Total Voters 

% Mentioning 
1 Like 

~ Candidate 
Oriented 

~ Part~'1 
Candidate 

~ Mentioning 
2 Likes 

~ Mentioning 
3 LUes 

~ Mentioning 
4 Likes 

~ Mentioning 
5 Likes 

353 

79.04 
(279) 

54.84 
(153 ) 

19.00 
(53) 

66.29 
(234) 

40.23 
q42) 

25.78 
(91) 

13.31 
(47) 

188 

70.74 
(133 ) 

57.89 
(77) 

13.29 
(25) 

52.66 
(99) 

27.13 
(51) 

14.36 
(27) 

9.57 
(18 ) 

73 

58.90 
(43) 

53.49 
(23) 

6.98 
(3) 

47.95 
(35) 

35.62 
(26) 

17.81 
(13) 

10.96 
(8) 

416 

49.51 
(206) 

47.57 
(98) 

12. 14 
(25) 

47.60 
(198 ) 

34.86 
(145 ) 

21.88 
(91) 

12.02 
(50) 

------------------------------------------------------ .. 
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Table 4.5 
Peroentage of Respondents Identifying Dislikes 

of the Presidential Candidate They Voted For 

lssue RR RD DR DO 

--------------------------~--------------------------. Total Voters 

'" Mentioning 
1 Dislike 

'" Candidate 
Oriented 

'" Part~·/ 
Candidate 

'" Mentioning 
2 Dis 11 kes 

'" Menti on i ng 
3 Dislikes 

'" Mentioning 
4 Dislikes 

'" MenU on i ng 
5 Dis li kes 

353 

39.38 
(139) 

4B.20 
(67) 

IB.71 
(26) 

16.43 
(5B) 

4.53 
(16) 

1. 13 
(4) 

0.57 
(2) 

IBB 

36.17 
(6B) 

33.B2 
(23) 

30.B8 
( 21> 

14.36 
(27) 

5.85 
(11) 

2.13 
( 4 ) 

0.53 
(1) 

73 

5B.90 
(43) 

39.53 
(17 ) 

9.30 
(4 )' 

31. 51 
(23) 

13.70 
(10) 

4.11 
(3) 

4. 11 
(3) 

416 

35.34 
(147) 

3B.78 
(57) 

14.29 
(21) 

13.94 
(58) 

4.57 
(19 ) 

1. 44 
(6) 

0.72 
(3) 

-----------------------------------------------------

'\ 
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Table 4.6 
Peroentage of Respondents Identifying Likes 

oC the Presidential Candidate They Did Not Vote For 

Issue AA AD DR DD 

------------------------------------~----------------Total Voters 

% Mentioning 
1 Like 

% Candidate 
Oriented 

% Partrl 
Candidate 

% Mentioning 
2 Li kes 

~ Mentioning 
3 Li kes 

~ Mentioning 
4 Likes 

~ MenU oning 
5 Li kes 

353 

19.83 
(70 ) 

60.00 
(42) 

12.86 
(9) 

10.48 
(37) 

5. JO 
(18) 

1. 13 
(4 ) 

1. 13 
(4) 

lBB 

20.74 
(39) 

51.28 
(20) 

12.82 
(5) 

13.83 
(26) 

10.64 
(20) 

5.05 
(11) 

1. 60 
(3) 

73 

49.32 
(36) 

58.33 
(21) 

13.88 
(5) 

21. 92 
(16) 

10.06 
(8) 

5.48 
(4) 

4.11 
(3) 

416 

22.36 
(93) 

60.22 
(56) 

6.45 
(6) 

11. 54 
(48) 

4.09 
(17 ) 

1. 44 
(6) 

.72 
(3) 

-----------------~------------------,----------------
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Table 4.7 
Percentage of Respondents Identifying Dislikes 

of the Presidential Candidate They Did Not Vote For 

Issue RR RD DR DD 

147 

-------------------------------------------------------
Total Voters 

~ Mentioning 
1 Dislike 

~ Candidate 
Oriented 

~ Part~'1 
Candidate 

~ Mentioning 
2 Dislikes 

~ Mentioning 
3 Dislikes 

" Mentioning 
4 Disl Hes 

~ Mentioning 
5 Dislikes 

353 

66.01 
(233) 

39.4B 
(92) 

8.15 
(19) 

56.66 
(200) 

40.51 
(143 ) 

22.10 
(70) 

9.63 
(34) 

lB8 

63.83 
(120) 

44.17 
(53) 

10.03. 
(13) 

47.01 
(90) 

20.72 
(54) 

16.49 
(31) 

8.51 
(16 ) 

73 

11.23 
(52) 

30.71 
(16 ) 

32.69 
(11) 

46.56 
(34) 

23.29 
(17) 

15.01 
(11 ) 

1. 31. 
(1) 

416 

69.23 
(266) 

33.33 
(96) 

36.8J 
(l06 ) 

42.31 
(J 76) 

30.77 
(128 ) 

16.35 
(66) 

13.22 
(55) 

------------------------------------------------------
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Table 4.0 
Peroentage of Respondents Identifying Likes 

of the Congressional Candidate They Voted For 

hsue RR RD DR DD 
------------------------------------------------------.-
Total Voters 

% Mentioning 
1 Like 

% Candidate 
Oriented 

~ rart~'1 
Candidate 

% Mentioning 
2 Likes 

% Mentioning 
3 Li kes 

% Mentioning 
4 Li kes 

% Mentioning 
5 Likes 

353 

45.61 
(161) 

61.49 
(99) 

25.47 
(41) 

28.61 
(101) 

13.60 
(48) 

7.0B 
(25) 

1. 41 
(5) 

188 

47.87 
(90) 

75.56 
(68) 

8.88 
(8) 

27.13 
(51) 

14.89 
(28) 

7.9B 
(15) 

2.66 
(5) 

73 

50.6B 
(37) 

72.97 
(27) 

18.91 
(7) . 

32.88 
(24) 

10.96 
(B) 

5,48 
(4) 

1. 37 
(1) 

416 

41.59 
(173 ) 

78.03 
(135 ) 

8.67 
(15) 

28.61 
(119 ) 

13.94 
(58) 

8.89 
(37) 

2.16 
(9) 

---------------- ____________________ 4 __________ ---- .. ---, 

, \ 
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Table 4.9 
Peroentage of Respondents Identifying Dislikes 
of the Congressional Candidate They Voted For 

149 

------------------------------------------------------------
Issue RR RO DR DO 
----------------------------------------------------_. 
Total Voters 

% Menti on ing 
1 Dislike 

% Candidate 
Oriented 

~ Partrl 
Candidate 

~ MenUoning 
2 Dislikes 

~ Mentioning 
3 Dis I Hes 

~ MenUoning 
4 Dislikes 

~ Mentioning 
5 Dislikes 

353 

7.37 
(26) 

57.69 
(15) 

30.77 
(8 ) 

2.27 
(8) 

0.85 
(3) 

0.28 
(1) 

0.0 
(0) 

188 

3.72 
(7) 

71.43' 
(5) 

0.0 
(0) 

2.13 
(4 ) 

0.0 
(0) 

0.0 
(0) 

0.0 
(0) 

73 

13.70 
(10) 

50.00 
(5) 

40.00 
(4 ) 

2.74 
(2) 

2.74 
(2) 

2.74 
(2) 

1. 37 
(1) 

416 

6.73 
(28) 

78.57 
(22) 

14.28 
(4 ) 

1. 68 
(7) 

0.24 
(1) 

0.0 
(0) 

0,0 
(0 ) 

--------------------------._--------------------------
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Table 4.10 
Peroentage of Respondents Identifying Likes 

of tho Congressional Candidate They Did Not Vote For 

Issue nR nD DR DD 
-----------------------------------------------------
Tota 1 Voters 

~ Mentioning 
1 Like 

~ Candidate 
Oriented 

~ rart~'1 
Candidate 

~ Ml"ntioning 
2 Likes 

~ Mentioning 
3 Likes 

" Menti on 1 ng 
4 Likes 

~ Mentioning 
5 Likes 

353 

10.76 
(38) 

57.89 
(22) 

13.16 
(5) 

6.52 
(23) 

2.83 
(10) 

1. 13 
(4 ) 

. 0.57 
(2) 

188 

3.72 
(7) 

85.71 
(6) 

14.29 
( 1 ) 

0.53 
(1) 

0.0 
(0) 

0.0 
(0) 

0.0 
(0) 

73 

5.48 
(4 ) 

75.00 
( 3 ) 

0.0 
(0) , 

2.74 
(2) 

0.0 
(0) 

0.0 
(0) 

0.0 
(0) 

416 

2.88 
(12 ) 

58.33 
(7) 

41. 67 
(5) 

2.16 
(9) 

0.72 
(3) 

0.0 
(0) 

0.0 
(0) 

-----------------------------------------------------
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Table 4.11 
Peroentage of Respondents Identifying Dislik~s 

ot the Congressional Candidate They Did Not Vote For 

Issue RR RD DR DD 

-----------------------------------~-----------------. Total Voters 

~ Menti on i ng 
1 Dislike 

~ Candidate 
Oriented 

~ Part~rl 
Candidate 

~ Mentioning 
2 Dislikes 

~ Mentioning 
3 Dis li kes 

~ Mentioning 
4 Dislikes 

~ Henti on i ng 
5 Dislikes 

353 

12. 18 
(43) 

4 J , 86 
<18 ) 

30.23 
(13 ) 

7.08 
(25) 

2.55 
(9 ) 

0.85 
(3) 

0.28 
(1) 

188 

5.32 
(10) 

80.00 
(8) 

20.00 , 
(2) 

2.13 
(4) 

0.53 
(1) 

0.0 
(0) 

0.0 
(0) 

73 

4.11 
(3) 

66.67 
(2) 

0,0 
(0) 

1. 37 
(1) 

0.0 
(0) 

0.0 
(0) 

0.0 
(0) 

416 

7.45 
( 31 ) 

70,97 
(22) 

22,58 
( 7 ) 

2,88 
02 ) 

1. 68 
( 7 ) 

0,24 
(1) 

0,0 
(0) -- ---- - - - - --- - -- - - - - --- - -.-------- ... -- -- - - - - - -- - - - - --

'\ 
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Table 4.12 
Logistic Regression Analysis of Ticket-splitting 

Rationality Model for 1988 

Dependent Variable: Vote 
Congressional Presidential 

152 

ticket-splitters ticket-splitters 

Independent 
Variables 

Code o 1 
R R 
R D 

o 1 
D D 
D R 

o 1 
D R 
D D 

o 1 
R D 
R R 

------------------------------------------------------------
LCDIF 

Poor Opinion 

Taxes/Social Security 

Strength of 
Party ID 

Constant 

-2LL 

Change 

Percent Correctly 0 
Predicted 1 

n 

* Significant at p<O.Ol 
# Significant at p<0.05 

-.425# 
(.213) 

.0064 
(. 004) 

-.157 
(.308) 

-1. 17* 
(.335) 

-.380 
(.553 ) 

650.8 

25.3 

96 
14 

507 

-.671# -.489# 
(277) (.205) 

.0009 .0041 
(.005 ) (.004) 

-.026 -.528* 
(.362) (,290 

-.879# -1.22* 
(. 474) (.328) 

-.769 -.124 
(.723)3 (.535) 

395.8 693.9 

10.5 29.0 

100 99 
0 9 

460 562 

Source 1988 American National Election Study. 

-.631# 
(.286) 

.0042 
(.005) 

.375 
(.38) 

-.819@ 
(.478) 

-1. 143 
(.739 ) 

376.0 

10.3 

100 
0 

405 
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Table 4.13 
Logistic Regression Analysis of Ticket-splitting 

Candidate Model for 1988 

Independent 
Variables 

Party ID 

Bush 
Popularity 

Dukakis 
Popularity 

Republican 
Incumbent 

Democratic 
Incumbent 

Unopposed 
Democrat 

Straight 
Provision 

Constant 

-2LL 

Change 

Code 

Percent Correctly 0 
Predicted 1 

n 

* Significant at p<O.Ol 
# Significant at p<0.05 

Dependent Variable: Vote 
Congressional Presidential 

ticket-splitters ticket-splitters 

o 1 
R R 
R D 

-.860 
(.45) 

-.195# 
(.084) 

.190* 
( . 061) 

-2.13* 
(.632) 

1.78* 
(.499) 

4.11* 
<1.04 ) 

-.152 
(,274) 

-.218 
(,865 ) 

686.97 

319.36 

86.5 
78.8 

533 

o 1 
D D 
D R 

o 1 
D R 
D D 

o 1 
R D 
R R 

-.379 -1.05 -.083 
(.696) (.541) (.777) 

.289* .967* -.990* 
(.076) (.099) (.142) 

-.178 -.889* .874* 
(.097) (.102) (.135) 

2.28* .988 -.736 
(.57) (1.29) (.698) 

-2.55* 1.62 -2.517# 
(.71) (1.11) (1.02) 

-5.98 .318 3.99 
(16.9) (.349) (36.68) 

-.963# -.388 -.125 
(.413) (.317) (.471) 

-1.099 -1.896 1.31 
( . 903) <1. 26) ( 1. 12) 

407.59 729.29 388.74 

215.74 446.78 228.58 

95.3 
69.7 

475 

96.5 
80.4 

586 

97.7 
63.0 

422 

Source 1988 American National Election Study. 



Table 4.14 
Logistic Regression Analysis of Ticket-splitting 

Candidate Model for 1988 
with Rationality Variables 

Dependent Variable: Vote 
Congressional Presidential 
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ticket-splitters ticket-splitters 

Independent 
Variables 

Code _LL 
R R 
R D 

o 1 
D D 
D R 

o 1 
D R 
D D 

_Q_1_ 
R D 
H R 

------------------------------------------------------------
Party ID 

Bush 
Popularity 
Dukakis 
Popularity 
Republican 
Incumbent 
Democratic 
Incumbent 
Unopposed 
Democrat 
Straight 
Provision 
Poor 
Opinion 
LCDIF 

Taxes/Social 
Security 
Constant 

-2LL 
Change 
Percent Correctly 0 
Predicted 1 
n 

* Significant at p<0.01 
# Significant at p<O.OS 

-1.015# 
(.510) 
-.268# 
( . 105) 
.159# 
(.078) 
-2.42* 
(.669) 
1.45* 
( . 51 ) 
4.095* 
( 1. OS) 
-.082 
(.303) 
.01 
( . 006) 
.030 
(,118) 
-.533 
(.432) 
-.389 
( 1. 08) 
574.67 
267.57 
88.5 
72.S 
454 

.699 -.486 
(,838) (.652) 
.265* 1.003* 
(.096) (.118) 
-.351# -.951* 
(.141) (.127) 
2. 17'" .664 
( . 63 ) ( 1. 39) 
-3.34* 1. 089 
(, 921) ( 1. 23) 
-5.51 .042 
<18.51) (.412) 
-.606 -.215 
(.481) ( .372) 
.0006 .005 
(,011) (.008) 
-.351# -. 198 
(.171) (.129) 
.006 -.628 
( . 557) (.505) 
.485 -1. 68 
<1.32 ) ( 1. 54 ) 
341. 61 592.41 
197.06 381. 40 
95.7 97.0 
'19.0 83.9 
390 477 

Source 1988 American National Election Study. 

-.825 
( . 979) 
-1.15* 
(.182) 
1.132* 
(.197) 
-.71 
(.83) 
-4.14'" 
( 1. 58) 
7.258 
(60.48) 
.02 
(.546) 
-.003 
(,011) 
.236 
(.194) 
-.519 
(.724) 
1. 33 
( 1 . 58) 
333.38 
214.27 
97.4 
77.4 
367 
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PRESIDENTS AND INCUMBENTS: AN HISTORICAL ANALYSIS 

This chapter is designed to test the assertion. from 

Chapter 2 that survey based explanations of split-ticket 

voting are too limited in their time frame and the roots of 

divided government and split-ticket voting are found farther 

back in our political history. I will show that the causes 

of split-ticket voting have remained relatively constant 

over time. Utilizing a pooled time series design and 

aggregate data. I will show that levels of split-ticket 

voting across states from 1880 to 1990 are dependent on the 

differences in numbers of incumbents of the party winning 

the presidency and those of the opposition. (1) Split-

ticket voting between the two parties began to occur around 

the turn of the century. (Burnham. 1965) This pattern of 

voting has been shown elsewhere (Rusk. 1970; 1974) to be 

related to the introduction of the Australian ballot. The 

Australian ballot was consoldated and secret. providing the 

opportunity to easily vote a split-ticket. Ninety percent 

of the states adopted some form of the Australian ballot 

between 1888 and 1896. Previously. party strip ballots had 

been used with parties often printing their ballots in 

different colors (Evans. 1917) which further encouraged 

straight ticket voting and gave parties the ability to 

monitor voters choices rather easily. Thus while the 

introduction of the Australian ballot provided one dynamic 

for the loosening of party control over elections.it did so 
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by removing constraints from voters. It is unlikely that 

the secret ballot in and of itself was the cause of ticket 

splitting. states adapted the secret ballot in many ways 

but almost all utilized devices such as symbols and party 

names to identify the partisan nature of the candidates. A 

more useful understanding of the effect fo the Australian 

ballot is that it allowed different factors to work for 

different levels of races. (Rusk, 1970; Rusk and Theis, 

1993) 

As I have argued earlier, I believe that the 

fundamental reasons for the rise in split-ticket voting and 

divided government over time can be explained by increasing 

candidate saliency in light of declining parties. This 

chapter seeks to explore that argument and provide aggregate 

evidence that buttresses the earlier descriptive data and 

the multivariate survey based model developed in the last 

chapter. The survey data captures the causes of split

ticket voting at the micro level but it can only do so for 

the tail end of a phenomenon that began at the turn of·the 

century. Aggregate mUltivariate results can be used to 

augment the survey findings thus providing a more 

comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon. 

Few studies exist that analyze ticket splitting 

historically in the twentieth century. Those that do 

(Burnham, 1965; Cummings, 1967; Kleppner, 1987) have at 
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least one of three problems. First, they deal with a 

limited time period(Kleppner, 1987) selecting apriori 

several years to examine. Second, they deal with a limited 

number of cases (5 in Burnham, 1965) or third, they deal 

with few independent variables and do no multivariate 

testing (Kleppner, 1987; Burnham, 1965; Cummings, 1967). The 

discussion in Chapter 2 revealed that there are distinct 

regional differences in split-ticket voting and rates of 

split-ticket voting have increased over time. Thus we need 

to examine split-ticket voting in a way that accounts for 

differences in levels of split-ticket voting across states 

and time. 

Methodology 

Based on the preeceeding discussion, this chapter 

develops a pooled time series model to explain levels of 

split-ticket voting across states and over time. Since the 

causes of split-ticket voting after the emergence of the 

Australian ballot is the phenomenon of interest, I will 

develop a model to explain split-ticket voting from 1880-

1990. The relevent unit of analysis is the state with the 

dependent variable (level of split-ticket voting) being 

measured as the difference between the Democratic percentage 

of the statewide vote for President and Congress. The state 

is the most relevant politiQal unit and while other options 

are availiable for testing the model, each has its 

downfalls. First, utilizing congressional districts rather 
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than states results in missing data so all races cannot be 

computed. While this is not a serious problem for patterns 

of divided results it does become problematic if one 

attempts any type of causal analysis. Since census data and 

election laws are essentially state functions, 

disaggregating the information down to congressional 

districts presents problems. In, addition, utilizing 

districts confounds one of the explanations of split-ticket 

voting--gerrymandering with the unit of analysis the 

district. Utilizing states as the levels of analysis 

overcomes the problem. Second, county level results could 

be used but not only would this create an unweildy data set 

but the county is not an especially relevant political 

context for these races. Finally, presidents are elected 

through the Electoral College for which the state is the 

important political context. Thus states encompass the 

geographic demarcation for both presidential candidates and 

political parties. The number of elections included are the 

28 presidential elections between 1880 and 1990. 

As mentioned earlier, this chapter utilizes a pooled 

time series design to capture variance both accross states 

and over time. The resulting coefficients capture the 

independent effect of each explanatory variable across time 

and space. Pooled designs are especially useful for this 

type of question since they can simultaeneously analyze the 
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variance within states across election years and across 

states within election years. In addition, the stacked 

nature of the data sets leads to a relatively large number 

of cases for hypothesis testing since the total observations 

equals the number of states multiplied by the number of 

election years (Sayre, 1989; Stimson, 1985). 

A major limitation of the pooled time series design 

stems from the stacking of data. In order for the analysis 

to be completed, no cross-section or time period may contain 

missing data. A single missing value for the entire 1880-

1990 period eliminates the state from analysis. In 1880, 

thirty eight states were members of the union and they 

represent the cases included in this analysis. 

The stacking of the data in a pooled design is expected 

to produce cross-sectional heteroskedasticity and time-wise 

autocorrelation. The resulting coefficients are inefficient 

because they violate both the non-autocorrelation assumption 

of time series and the non-heteroskedasticity assumption of 

resgression. In order to correct for serial autocorrelation 

and cross-sectional heteroskedasticity in the data, a 

variant of the GLS-ARMA technique proposed by Stimson(1985) 

is used here. The GLS-ARMA estimator is similar to the more 

common error components model except that within-unit errors 

are represented as time-dependent autoregressive moving 

averages with an adjustment to correct for cross-sectional 

heteroskedasticity. In correcting for non-constant 
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variance, the GLS-ARMA technique sacrifices the overall fit 

of the model for more efficient and unbiased estimates of 

the effects of the independent variables than either the OLS 

or GLS techniques. (Sayre, 1989) The standard residual checks 

of the model revealed a clear ARl process equivilent to what 

Kmenta (1986) calls the "cross-sectional heteroskedastic and 

time-wise autoregressive model." 

Measures 

This model is developed to see if the findings from the 

last chapter can be applied in a longtitudinal design. 

Since the measure of split-ticket voting is different and 

the design is different, prefect replication is impossible. 

However, if the pooled analysis reinforces the findings from 

the previous chapter that incumbency interacting with the 

presidency cause split-ticket voting, it will provide 

additional evidence to buttress the claim I make throughout 

this dissertation. The causes of split-ticket voting and 

divided govcernment have not changed over time. 

Competition between the parties at the aggregate level 

measured as l-(DPP-DPC) is hypothesized to contribute to 

split-ticket voting. (David, 1972) Extremely competitive 

presidential elections are most likely to cause split-ticket 

voting and divided results. 

The degree to which voters are mobilized to turn out to 

vote is hypothesized to create higher levels of split-ticket 



voting. Getting more voters to the polls should increase 

the involvement of the most marginal voters who have been 

shown in other research to be more volitile (Campbell, 

1966). 
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In addition, since election laws have been found to 

increase the occurance of split-ticket voting, the presence 

or absence of a straight ticket provision is included. This 

has been found by other authors to cause increased split

ticeket voting historically (Rusk, 1971: Cummings, 1967) 

the partisan format of the straight ticket provison is 

thought to facilitate straight ticket voting. 

Given my findings in chapter 4, I have included a set 

of variables designed to capture the incumbent/ president 

relationship. Thus the number of incumbents of the 

president's party as a percentage of the state's delegation 

was calculated for all years from the Congressional 

Quarterly Almanac. In addition, the percentage of 

opposition party incumbents and open seats were also 

calculated. Finally, the number of unopposed Democrats as a 

percentage of the state's delegation is computed and 

included based on the results in chapters 2 and 4. There 

have never been enough unopposed Republicans to effect the 

state percentages. We would expect a negative relationship 

between presidential incumbents and split-ticket voting and 

a positive relationship between opposition incumbents and 

split-ticket voting. Since open seats are less likely to 
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produce split-ticket voting we would expect a negative 

relationship with split-ticket voting. 

Results 

In this section, I will test for the importance of the 

incumbency/presidency relationship while controlling for 

the nature of state party competition and the type of voters 

who turn out. (2) 

Table 5.1 about here 

Table 5.1 presents the results of the pooled analysis 

for the years 1880 to 1988. While the model's R is only 

.40, the GLS-ARMA methodology sacrifices the fit of the 

model for more relaiable estimates of the effects of the 

independent variables. As expected, competition is 

positively related to split-ticket voting. Highly 

competitive areas are most likely to exhibit split-ticket 

voting. 

Mobilization increases split-ticket voting but 

negligibly: for each percent increase in the number of' 

individuals who are mobilized to vote split-ticket voting 

increases 2 thousandths of a percent. Clearly, since 

mobilization and competition are on the same scale, 

competition is a far more important in its effects. 

As expected, the straight ticket provision also 

decreases split-ticket voting. With the straight ticket 
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provision is scored 0 for absent and 1 for present, not 

having a staight ticket provision adds about 1 percent to a 

states total level of split-ticket voting. Given the 

findings of the previous chapter that the straight ticket 

provision does not effect current split-ticket voting, the 

effects of the straight ticket provision were probably 

greater in our earlier history and have not been uniform 

across time. 

The South which was important in survey findings is 

insignificant. There are several potential reasons for 

this. The most basic reason may be that the South had most 

of the unopposed Democratic congressional candidates and 

thus the percent of Democrats who are unopposed captured 

much of the variance that has previously been attributed to 

the South as a unique geographic region. In addition, 

because the South had extremely uncompetitive presidential 

elections throughout most of our electoral history, the 

competition variable may be capturing some of the variance 

associated with the South. In any case, there is little 

reason to believe that there is something about the South 

which causes high levels of split-ticket voting unrelated to 

other political factors. 

Incumbency variables together are all significant and 

their signs are in the expected direction. Incumbents of 

the President's party reduce split ticket voting by .1 for 

each percentage of a congressional delegation composed of 
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incumbents of the winning President's party. Opposition 

incumbents increase split-ticket voting but the size of the 

coefficients indicates the relationship is only half as 

powerful. 

Open seats also reduce the amount of split-ticket 

voting. Open seats tend to be more competitive and the 

incumbency advantage is, by definition, inoperative in 

those districts. Thus it is not suprising that less split

ticket voting occurs on open districts. 

Unopposed democrats have a significant positive impact 

on split-ticket voting. The size of the coefficients 

indicate that if all congresspersons of a state were 

unopposed, not uncommon during the 1940's in the South, over 

18 percent of all voters would split their tickets. 

Clearly, unopposed candidates have a significant impact on 

split-ticket voting. 

The column labeled b(x) reflects the relative impact of 

each significant variable in the mean level of split-ticket 

voting across time and space. Values provide information 

similar to the standardized regression coefficient (Achen, 

1988; Finkel, 1993). The b(x) column reports the 

coefficient multiplied by the mean of the independent 

variable. (3) This creates a value that is standardized for 

different units of measurment. The single largest impact on 

split ticket voting comes from incumbents of the President's 
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party. The second largest impact results from presidential 

competition. Clearly, interaction between incumbency and 

presidential competition provides most of the variance in 

split-ticket voting. 

Conclusion 

As one reflects on the findings from Chapters 2, 4, and 

5 we begin to gain a better understanding of the causes of 

split-ticket voting. clearly the manner in which the 

presidency and congressional elections separately shape the 

electoral environment are crucial to an understanding of the 

frequency of divided government. As the Presidency and 

Congress developed institutionally, breaking the bonds of 

parties which had tied the elections together, split-ticket 

voting became more common. 

In the next chapter I examine the consequences of our 

findings to this point in terms of long term historical 

trends in competition for the Presidency and Congress. 

With both survey data and aggregate data, I have 

demonstrated the relationship between incumbency, 

presidential elections and split-ticket voting. Yet many 

would read this as confirmation of the debilitating effects 

of the incumbency advantage in reducing turnover in the 

house. 

If incumbency is important in congressional elections 

because it reduces competition (Mayhew, 1974) this can be 

assertained by examining patterns of congressional 



competition. Were there any dramatic changes in the 

competitiveness of congressional elections when divided 

government began to occur? If. on the other hand. 

presidential competition is responsible for divided 

government then we can look for changes in the 

competitiveness of presidential elections when divided 

government began to occur. 
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Since divided government is a relatively recent 

phenomenon, the next chapter seeks to answer the question: 

what changed in patterns of congressional and presidential 

elections to cause divided government to occur when it did? 

So we return to the question of divided government. 
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Notes 

1) The bulk of the data used in this chapter comes from 
a data set generated by Jerrold Rusk at the University of 
Arizona. It draws avaliable data from ICPSR sudies #0019 
and #0075 from which the dependent variable and measures of 
competition and mobilization are drawn. The data set also 
contains information on ballot formats for all 50 states. 
Measures of incumbents and open seats were calculated by the 
author from the Congressional Quarterly Almanac through 1984 
and appropriate issues of Congressional Quarterly Weekly 
Reports. 

2) For a more indepth look at historical patterns of split
ticket voting in the United states using this methodology, 
see Rusk and Theis (1993). 

3) The means on which the impact scores are calculated are 
as follows: Presidential Competition:77.45; 
Mobilization:56.56; Staight Ticket Provision:O.6513; % 
Incumbents for Winning Presidents Party: 43.32; % Opposition 
Incumbents: 39.28; % Open congressional Seats: 17.02; % 
Unopposed Candidates: 11.05. 



Table 5.1 
Pooled Time Series Model of 

Split Ticket Voting, 1880-1990 

x 

Competition 
President 

Mobilization 
Congress 

Straight Ticket 
Provision 

South 

%Incumbents from 
Winning President's 
Party 

%Opposition Party 
Incumbents 

% Open 
Congressional Seats 

% Unopposed Candidates 
Democrats 

Constant 

Buse R .3957 

n=(38*28)=1064 

(Std. Error) 

b 

.0301* 
(.0057) 

.00257* 
(.00038) 

-1.163* 
(. 462) 

.3152 
(.5076) 

-.1029* 
(.0342 ) 

.0536* 
(.00343) 

-.105* 
(.034J.) 

.1934* 
(.0161) 

6.337 
(3.82) 

168 

b(x) 

2.331 

0.145 

-0.758 

-4.46 

2.01 

-1. 79 

2.14 
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THE MARGINALS: STATES AND DISTRICTS 

I have argued that split-ticket voting results not from 

perceived differences between the parties but is determined 

instead by different candidate cues for different elections. 

At the most basic level presidential popularity interacting 

with incumbency and other district characteristics determine 

who will split their ticket. Yet if parties are not causing 

split-ticket voting the question remains as to why the 

contemporary pattern of government is with either unified 

Democratic control or divided control with a Republican 

President and Democratic Congress. To a great degree, any 

explanation of divided government rests with its ability to 

explain the seemingly partisan patterns of divided or 

unified government. 

Many explanations for divided government seek to 

explain the continued Democratic dominance of Congress. 

(Jacobson, 1990, Fiorina, 1979, Ansolabehre, Fiorina, and 

Brady, 1993). Much of the debate has focused on incumbency 

and its role in the post-World War II disappearance of 

marginal districts. Since the publication of David Mayhew's 

Congressional Elections: The Case of the Vanishing 

Marginals" (1974), a literature has grown up around it which 

seems to establish that as party control over voters and 

elites decreased (Brady and Ettling, 1984), the incumbency 

advantage increased and competition for congressional seats 

decreased (King and Gelman, 1991; Fiorina, 1979). Thus 
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volitility in aggregate seat changes have decreased. The 

decline in the number of seats decided by close margins has 

led to decreased competition and a House which is 

unresponsive to changing national sentiments (Ansolabere, 

Fiorina, and Brady, 1993). In fact, the argument that 

Democrats have more incumbents is not only the most common 

explanation for divided government but it also fuels much of 

the Republican enthusiasm with term limits. The primary 

counter to explanations of divided government based on 

incumbency comes from those who argue that in fact 

congressional elections are best understood as a result of 

the quality and experienoe of ohallengers not simply 

incumbency. (Ehrenhalt, 1991; Jacobson, 1990; Jacobson and 

Kernell, 1986) Aggregate statistios seem to support this 

interpretation. Aocording to Jaoobson: 

" ... incumbenoy confers considerable 
advantages, but it oannot explain why 
Democrats defeated enough Republicans 
to regain oontrol of the Senate (or why 
they lost it in the first place). It can 
not explain why a larger proportion of 
Republican representatives (4.7 percent) 
than Democratic representatives (3.7 percent) 
have been defeated in the last five general 
elections. Nor can it explain why Republicans 
have not won more open seats. "(1989, p. 143) 

The last finding is especially important. Incumbency 

is not operative in open seats. Yet from 1968 through 1990 

in open seat congressional elections, Democrats had a higher 

probability (.80) of retaining an open seat than Republicans 
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(.72). (Jacobson, 1989) Thus about 3 of 10 Republican 

open seats were captured by Democrats, while Republicans 

could only win 2 of every 10 Democratic open seats. Even 

more importantly for Jacobson is that all of this occured as 

Republican presidential candidates were piling up record 

victories. 

Regardless of which side one takes in the 

incumbency/challeger debate, the focus on the post World War 

II period has led to a lack of long-term perspective. Some 

studies do examine incumbency before World War II. King and 

Gelman (1991) track the rise of the incumbency advantage 

since the turn of the century. Garand and Gross (1986) track 

the trends in marginal districts while others track levels 

of partisan bias and swing since the end of Reconstruction 

(Alford and Brady, 1993; Brady and Grofman,1992; King and 

Browning, 1987). However, because their purpose was not to 

explain divided government, there was no examination of 

similar trends in presidential elections. Cummings (1967) 

looks at both presidential and congressional elections from 

1920 to 1964 with an eye toward explaining split results and 

my analysis here will draw heavily on his work. Cummings 

argues that incumbency is the reason for current experiences 

with divided government and split districts. Yet, as 

Chapters 4 and 5 showed, incumbency is only important in the 

context of a presidential choice. 

In this chapter, I bring additional historical data to 
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bear on the relationship between competition and divided 

government. My purpose in this chapter is two fold. First, 

I examine changes in historical patterns of presidential and 

congressional elections with an eye toward understanding why 

divided government began to occur when it did. Second, I 

develop an alternative explanation for Democratic dominance 

of the House of Representatives over the last 40 years which 

does not rest on the argument that Democrats are "better" at 

winning congressional elections. Toward that end I will 

examine the current debate on incumbency and quality 

challengers and look at the patterns of marginality. 

Jacobson and Quality Challengers 

Beginning in 1978 and culminating in his more recent 

work, Jacobson has argued that incumbents have not been 

getting safer because inter-election swings have increased 

over time. Incumbents, who in previous years would have 

been "safe" are now "marg inal " . Jacobson turns the 

incumbency argument on its head and claims that incumbents 

are as vunerable today as they were when there were high 

numbers of marginal districts. Victory, however, is 

increasingly dependent on a quality challenge. Politics has 

become a professional enterprise and it is taking increased 

levels of expertise to run for the House. Candidates who 

have held elective office in the past are better able to 

raise funds and survive the rigors of the campaign as 
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compared with non-office holders. In addition. high quality 

challengers are better able to take advantage of campaign 

opportunities and run better campaigns than inexperienced 

candidates (Squire. 1984). Jacobson finds that Democrats 

have more quality candidates in most elections and this 

explains Democratic dominance of Congress. More quality 

candidates means more open seat gains and more opportunities 

to defeat incumbents which produces higher seat gains. 

These findings dovetail into his hypothesis that the 

Democratic party's ideological stands fit better with the 

institutional strengths of Congress. In fact. according to 

Jacobson, ideology brings out quality challengers (Jacobson. 

1990; Jacobson and Kernell, 1981; Jacobson, 1992). 

Thus Jacobson's explanation for divided government 

rests in part on the importance of quality challengers. His 

conclusion is that challenger quality has a significant 

effect on the vote and the effect is increasing over time. 

Jacobson measures quality challengers as those candidates 

who have held elective office in the past. Since Jacobson 

deals separately with incumbent and open seats. I will begin 

with a look at incumbent seats and then follow with a 

discussion of open seats. 

Two equations in Jacobson (1990) establish the 

importance of quality challengers generally. and the growing 

importance of quality challengers over time.(l) In equation 

6.1, challenger percent of the vote(V) is a function of the 
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challenger party's previous vote in in the district(CV), 

national party fortunes (NS), and the presence or absence of 

a quality challenger(QC). Equation 6.2 adds to eqation 6.1 

but adds an election year counter(EY) scored 1 for 1946 and 

22 for 1988. The counter is used to create two interactive 

terms designed to measure the changes in the impact of 

national conditions and quality challengers over time. 

Equation 6.1 

V=9.87+.70(CV)+.95(NS)+2.77(QC) 
(.34) (.01) (.02) (.19) 

and 

Equation 6.2 

V=8.37+.80(CV)+.94(NS)+1.17(QC)+.18(EY)
.011(EY*CV)+.14(EY*QC) 

(.78) (.02) (.02) (.38) (.05) (.001) 

Where: 

V=Challenger's percentage of the two-party vote 

CV=Vote of challenger's party in last election 

(.03) 

NS=National swing in ohallenger's party's share of the 

two party vote 

EY=Election year 

QC=Quality challenger 

(std error) 

All the coefficients are significant and quality 

challengers have a significant impact on the election 

independent of national forces that come into 
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play. (Jacobson, 1990) These two equations provide the 

empirical evidence for the increasing importance of quality 

challengers over time However, Jacobson fails to discuss the 

conditions under which a seat will turn over. Thus a key 

question remains how important are quality challengers in 

getting the party to the crucial threshhold of 1 vote over 

50% (the critical vote). 

Since we know the values for NS and EY, we can make 

some assumptions about prior party vote and the emergence of 

a quality challenger which allows us to solve for probable 

challenger vote(V). By setting prior vote (CV) to 49.9% and 

assuming a quality challenger emerges(QC=l), we give the 

maximum benifit of the doubt to Jacobson's hypothesis. With 

this scenario, a quality challenger runs in a very 

attractive district given the actual swing in votes. We can 

then solve for V to see whether a quality challenger could 

unseat an incumbent in any given year. Table 6.1 displays 

the results of the exercise for 1946 through 1988. Since 

the swing for the two parties is in opposite directions in 

each election, we would expect that there are different 

prospects for the two parties' challengers. Thus quality 

challengers, while having the same effect, are working in 

different situations with either positive or negative 

national conditions. 
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Table 6.1 about here 

Table 6.1 solves both equations to find the value of V 

for both Democrats and Republicans. Equation 6.1 is 

represented in the first two columns of Table 6.1 and 

Equation 6.2 is in columns 3 and 4, for Democrats and 

Republicans respectively. A value above 50% means that 

given a very close previous election in the district and a 

quality challenger, the district would change hands. A 

value below 50% means the incumbent would retain the seat. 

Columns 1 and 2 in Table 6.1 show that Republican and 

Democratic challengers are most likely to win during 

presidential victories when national conditions favor them 

(ie: their party's candidate wins) or during off year 

elections when their party is out of power. Solid 

Presidential victories such as 1948, 1964, 1980, and 1984 

give quality challengers a unique opportunity to provide the 

margin of votes necessary to defeat an incumbent. In 

addition, in every single off-year election from 1946 

through 1982, quality challengers of the party out of power 

had a better opportunity to provide the margin of victory. 

Rather than looking at simply the percentage of votes that a 

quality challenger can contribute, it seems preferable to 

look at which quality challengers can win. After all, 

strategic candidate are less concerned with contributing to 

a party's vote share and more concerned with winning the 
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election. (Jacobson and Kernell, 1986) 

When we look at changes over time in the effects of 

quality challengers (columns 3 and 4) a very different 

scenario emerges which sharply contradicts Jacobson's 

argument. As in column 1 and 2, off year elections provide 

most of the opportunity for quality challengers to defeat 

incumbents. Yet, contrary to Jacobson's claim that 

"measured in votes, the increased value of a high-quality 

challenge has almost matched the increased value of 

incumbency from the 1950s to the 1970s", (Jacobson, 1990, 

p.57) the opportunities for quality challengers to 

contribute the winning margin of votes has decreased over 

time. Not since 1974 has has the out-party had the 

opportunity to defeat incumbents, even in districts decided 

by the closest margins in the previous election. Also, not 

since 1964 has it been possible for quality challengers to 

defeat incumbents when they rode on presidential coattails. 

Thus Jacobson's own data fail to support the conlusion 

that challenger quality is increasingly important for 

winning. In fact according to table 6.1, quality 

challengers are increasingly irrelevant to a seat changing 

party hands. According to this analysis, even though 

challengers have a bigger impact, the net effect of that 

impact over time has been to help a party lose by less than 

it otherwise would. Relaxing the value of 49.9% which we 
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used for challenger party's previous district vote in 

equations 6.1 and 6.2 allows us to test other scenarios. 

Reducing CV to 45% has the effect of moving V to under 50% 

for each party in every election, making it mathematically 

impossible for either party to defeat an incumbent once 

districts move out of the marginal range. 

Experienced challengers contribute to a party's total 

vote but do not provide the margin of votes needed to win a 

seat. This is an interpretation which Jacobson's data 

support despite his optimistic reading. The probit analysis 

reported by Jacobson, which corresponds to equation 6.2, 

shows that the EY*QC term is statistically insignficant. 

Thus, measured in votes, experienced challengers help, but 

measured as wins and losses experienced challengers do not 

increase the probabil tiy of victory over time. Jacobson, in 

a footnote, begrudgingly acknowleges this fact. "The 

positive sign on the election year variable indicates that, 

while the impact of the prior vote has diminished, the 

challengers share of the vote independent of the prior vote 

has actually increased. The net effect ot these two trends 

puts challengers in a worse position, however, unless prior 

vote is less than 16%." (emphasis added) (Jacobson, 1990, 

p.73, n.6) 

What Jacobson shows us is that strategic politicians do 

not challenge incumbents because there is little prospect 

for victory. In fact, incumbent defeats make up the error 
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component of Jacobson's models for most years. Far from his 

conclusion that no incumbent is safe (Jacobson, 1978), a 

more reasonable conclusion, given the evidence, is that most 

incumbents are safe. 

Thus Jacobson's models fail to explain much turnover. 

They show complete safety since 1968 for incumbents and 

steady margins for open seats. If quality challengers 

seldom have the opportunity to unseat incumbents, why do 

incumbents lose? There is a some literature which examines 

why incumbents lose. (Jones, 1994; Bauer and Hibbing, 1988) 

These works show that, by far, the reason for incumbent 

defeat is scandal. As Ansolabere, Fiorina, and Brady point 

out, incumbents who lose today are those "whose previously 

healthy margins convey no sign of their electoral 

vulnerability, but whose subsequent defeat reveals their 

prior condition." (Ansolabhere, Fiorina, and Brady, 1993, 

p.25) 

Open seats provide a similar picture. Jacobson 

estimates a model predicting whether an open congressional 

seat is retained by the in-party as follows: 

Equation 6.3 

IV=24.58+.54(IVPE)+.70(NS)+1.25(IPQC)-6.11(OPQC) 
(2.34) (.04) (.08) (.70) (.68) 

where: 

IV= Percentage of the two-party vote for the party 
currently holding the seat (in-party) 
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IVPE= Percentage of in-party vote previous election 

NS= National swing in two party vote 

IPQC= Quality candidate for the in-party 

OPQC= Quality candidate out-party 

A simple manipulation and the resulting equation solves for 

the percent of the vote for the in-party in the previous 

election(IVPE): 

IVPE=(24.58+.70(NS)+1.25(IPQC)-6.11(OPQC)+IV)/.54 

Thus by setting IV to 50.1%--the minimum nessecary to retain 

an open seat, assuming quality candidates from both parties, 

and using the actual values for the national swing in two-

party vote we can solve the equation. 

Table 6.2 about here 

Table 6.2 presents those results for 1946 to 1988. 

Cell entries are the minimum percent of the two-party vote 

needed by the in-party in the previous election to retain an 

open seat. In Table 6.2, a value below 50% means that·the 

in-party had to lose the seat in the previous election to 

lose the seat in the following election. The values for 

both Democrats and Republicans go below 50% in off years 

when they are not in the White House and for Democrats in 

1948 and 1964. In 1982, 1974, 1958, Democratic open seats, 

for all practical purposes, elected Democrats. In 1946 and 
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1966, Republicans open seats were safe from turnover. In 

addition, winning the Presidency decreases the nessecary 

margin of victory in the previous election compared to the 

party that loses. 

Off-year elections present a similar pattern but in the 

opposite direction. The out-party's seats are 

systematically favored over seats of the Presidents party. 

In 1988, for Republican open seats, the previous district 

Republican vote must have been less than 55.1% for Democrats 

to pick up the seat. The Democratic party's previous 

district vote had to be below 57.81% for Republicans to 

pickup the Democratic open seat, a 2.71% Republican 

advantage. 

If parties want to gain open seats they do so in 

districts which were marginal in the previous election. In 

addition, they do so only in years where their party wins 

the White House or during off years when they are out of 

power. This is the irony of Jacobson's work. The very 

conditions he argues have decreased in importance for 

explaining turnover in the House--the marginals--are the 

conditions most nessecary for his explanation of divided 

government to hold. A district must have been marginal 

before the 5% difference between in-party and out-party 

quality challengers will effect outcome of the race. 

The difference between the two parties' values for 

tables 6.1 and 6.2 result from different national swings. 
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Clearly broad national circumstances influence congressional 

results. In both tables, the general pattern that stands 

out coincides with conventional wisdom regarding the role of 

presidential elections. (2) In each election, the party 

winning the presidential race and the party out of power in 

the off-year were systematically advantaged since closer 

previous election results were enough to retain a seat. 

This pattern holds whether the seat is open or an incumbent 

is running. In addition, the longtitudinal differences are 

also important. In virtually every case the previous 

election margin is larger in the off year than in the 

previous presidential election. For example, the eight year 

Eisenhower Presidency gave Democrats an increased 

opportunity to pick up seats with the range of previous 

district margin decreasing each successive election that 

Eisenhower was in power. We see the same phenomenon for the 

eight years of Democratic control during the 1960·s. 

Republicans were better off in 1966 than in 1962. These 

differences imply that there are systematic disadvantages 

for the party holding the presidency when the full term is 

looked at. (3) Jacobson demonstrates that, since World War 

II, districts must be marginal for any seat (whether 

incumbent or open) to change partisan control. 

The Marginals 

Given that quality challengers need a marginal district 
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or an incumbent scandal to win, the next step is to look at 

patterns of marginality and its relationship with 

incumbency. The marginals have been defined as districts 

decided by close margins, with the two party vote split 

between either 40%/60% or 45%/55% (MAyhew, 1974; Collie, 

1981; Ansolabehere, Brady, and Fiorina; 1992). 

Congressional Districts 

Table 6.3 presents data on the percent of all disticts 

decided within marginal ranges in presidential election 

years. The first 3 columns display the percentage of 

districts that were decided within the 45%-55% marginal 

range (the Mayhew Marginals), while columns 4, 5, and 6 

display percentage of districts under the looser criteria of 

40 to 60% of the vote (the Jacobson Marginals)(4). The 

percentages are displayed for the nation as well as Southern 

and non-southern distrcts. 

Table 6.3 about here 

The table shows that there were definite changes in the 

marginals, corresponding with realignment periods, although 

the effects are not uniform across the regions. The 

realignment of 1896 led to lower numbers of marginal 

districts across both regions as parties settled into 

regional bases. The realignment of 1932 created fewer 

marginals in the South, destroying remaining vestiges of 

Republican competitiveness. Yet, it increased the number of 
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marginals outside the South. Thus, competitive areas where 

Republicans picked up the vast majority of the seats 

continued to be competitive with Democrats winning some 

seats but uncompetitive areas became even less 

competitive.(S) 

A second clear trend which emerges is the rise of 

marginal districts in the South at the same time that 

marginal districts were disappearing outside the South. The 

1932-1936 period marks the low point in the number of 

marginal districts in the South, after which the Republican 

party became more competitive. In fact, the only time the 

percentage of marginal districts moved above 10% in the 

South (since the New Deal) occurred during Republican 

Presidential victories. Yet the 1932-1936 period marks the 

high point in marginal districts during the 20th century 

outside the South. In fact, the marginals that Mayhew 

(1974) found were disappearing in the 1960's, had 

disappeared before. As they disappeared outside the South 

in the 1960s, they were returning to the levels of the 

1920s. This table reinforces findings of previous research 

which argues that the disappearing marginals is not solely 

associated with the rise of the incumbency advantage. 

(Garand and Gross, 1986; Garand, Wink, and Vincent, 1993) 

The decline of marginal districts in the 1920's and 

throughout the South after the 1896 realignment could not be 
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due solely to incumbency. In fact, the period between 1964 

and 1968 is the time when most congressional scholars date 

the rise of the incumbency advantage and we see a 50% drop 

in Jacobson marginals between those two presidential 

elections outside the South. Yet when divided government 

occured, in 1956, there was no noticable decrease in the 

marginals. Quite the opposite, during the period between 

1952 (the last Republican unified government) and 1956 (the 

first occurance of divided government in a presidential 

election year) the marginals actually increased in both 

regions! 

If disappearing marginals are the cause of divided 

government, then proponents of that explanation must explain 

how low levels of marginals in the 1920's did not cause 

divided government outside the South and why the South, 

which had the lowest level of marginal districts through out 

this century, was the last region of the country to produce 

divided results. Clearly more is at work than just the 

changing numbers of marginal congressional districts. 

Presidential States 

Table 6.4 presents marginal states in presidential 

elections. Since states (not districts) are the effective 

electoral arena for presidential contests, comparing 

patterns of state marginality is useful in understanding 

divided government. The results depict a more sporadic and 

volatile pattern than observed with districts but some 
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interesting patterns do emerge. 

Table 6.4 about here 

What is most noteworthy in the table are the levels of 

marginals since 1940 outside the South and since 1952 in 

Southern states. Since 1940, outside the South, only the 

successful re-elections of Eisenhower, Johnson, Nixon, and 

Reagan saw low levels of marginals (below 50%) while other 

elections saw levels of marginals exceeding 70%. 

Thinking back to the findings in Table 2.9, one will 

recall that in all Democratic presidential victories from 

1940 to 1960, Republicans carried the majority of non-

southern congressional seats, producing divided results. 

These divided results occurred because most Electoral 

college votes were won by Democrats while most congressional 

seats remained Republican. Similarly, when Southern states 

began producing divided results, it was not because 

congressional elections became less competitive but because 

presidential elections became more competitive. In fact as 

I noted earlier, Southern congressional seats, on average, 

were becoming more competitive. 

When comparing Tables 6.3 and 6.4, it becomes clear 

that by 1940, the patterns of congressional and presidential 

marginals were begining to diverge quite sharply. High 

levels of marginal states were associated with high levels 
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of congressional marginals until 1940, when patterns outside 

the South began to diverge. By 1952, Southern states also 

exhibited divergent patterns of marginality across states 

and districts. Yet from 1940 to 1964, congressional 

marginals remained fairly stable while presidential 

marginals fluctuated wildly. Similarly, after a drop 

between 1964 and 1968, congressional marginals again remain 

flat while presidential marginals continued to fluctuate. 

This brings us back to the concept of the critical vote 

I introduced in Chapter 2. When there are high numbers of 

marginals a few split-ticket voters may have the effect of 

providing different arenas (districts and states) with 

different critical votes. Low levels of split-ticket voting 

produced divided results precisely because low levels of 

split-ticket voting were enough to give Democratic 

presidents' victories. Yet to win those congressional 

seats, Democrats would have had to dramatically increase the 

levels of straight party voting. In the same way, high 

levels of split-ticket voting did not produce divided 

government in the South because neither congressional seats 

nor presidential states were marginal. It was only after 

presidential states became marginal in the south that 

divided government began to occur. 

Drawing data from Cummings (1967) for the years 1924 to 

1964 and updating it through 1992, complete data on 6606 

congressional districts contested in presidential election 
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years is available. Of those district elections, 709 

resulted in a change in the party holding the seat (10.73%). 

Open seats turned over at a 21.8% rate while incumbent seats 

turned over at a 7.1% rate. This translates to an average 

of 39.4 seats shifting partisan control in any given 

presidential election. Yet over the same period, presidents 

contested elections in 882 states. (6) Of those 882 state 

elections, 292 or 33.11% of the total resulted in Electoral 

College votes going to a party who had lost the state in the 

previous election, the equivilent of a seat change. 

Congressional seats do not change party control very often 

whether they have incumbents running or not and they have 

not for most of this century. Presidential states turn over 

at about three times the rate of congressional seats. 

The Rise of Regional Similarity 

Table 6.5 about here 

Table 6.5 presents the mean Democratic percent of the 

vote across congressional districts by region with their 

standard deviations. Traditional explanations of a 

bifurcated, sectionally-based party system are readily 

apparent (Cummings, 1967; Key, 1942). The vast majority of 

Republican strength came from outside the South where 

elections were generally closer. Both the smaller standard 

deviation and the means closer to 50% indicate a region 
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which is more competitive electorally(Cummings, 1967). 

Also, like the trend in the marginals, there has been a 

convergence across regions with these sectional differences 

declining sharply. Thus when personal incumbency became 

important in 1966, Democratic and Republican congressional 

seats were different. 

Table 6.6 about here 

Table 6.6 presents the mean Democratic proportion of 

the vote by party winning the congressional seat. The table 

underscores the relative disadvantage Republicans have had 

in congressional elections. Republican seats were far more 

marginal thus increasing the pool of seats which Democrats 

could potentially win. Republicans seem disadvantaged in 

congressional elections because they are. Not through party 

ideology or their inability to attract quality challengers 

but instead because their victories have historically been 

closer. Republicans were never as successful as democrats 

at eliminating their competion through the mechanisms which 

were common in the South. Mechanisms which attempted to 

disenfranchize large numbers of opposition party loyalists. 

Perhaps most interesting is the degree to which the 

differences between Democrats and Republicans have declined 

over time. By the late 1980s the means and standard 

deviations had converged to the point that the relative 

proportion of the vote in districts for the two parties was 
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virtually equal. This is not what one would expect if 

Democrats make "better" incumbents or challengers. What had 

been an advantage for the Republicans in translating seats 

to votes--their ability to win close elections--became a 

disadvantage. 

Table 6.7 about here 

Table 6.7 presents the mean democratic proportion of the 

two-party vote across states by region. Once again, the 

standard deviations are presented in the column headed s. 

The table shows the familiar realignment effects of 1896 

and 1932. In the South a rather dramatic difference in pre 

and post 1952 means and standard deviations exists. The 

mean Democratic percent of the vote drops to 52.34% and the 

standard deviation drops by one half. Those rates ~ontinue 

a general downward trend since the New Deal, reflecting the 

rise of two party competition in the South. This downward 

trend corresponds to the trend for congressional elections 

in table 6.5 with a lagged effect. The sharpness of the 

change in the South between 1948 and 1952 indicates the 

degree to which the candidacy of Strom Thurmond began the 

breakup of the solid South. (Bass and DeVries, 1976) This 

had profound consequences almost immediately on presidential 

elections but the changes came more slowly at the 

congressional level. Outside the South, the realigning 
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period of 1892 -1896 shows that presidential elections in 

the entire region followed basically similar results (recall 

the marginals). In both regions the means have fluctuated 

since 1952 from a low of 38% to a high of 55% in the South 

and a low of 38% to a high of 62% outside the South. 

During the period of Republican dominance before the New 

Deal, republicans needed to win 70% of the congressional 

seats outside the South to capture control of Congress. 

Divided government first occured not because there were any 

changes in congressional elections but because for the first 

time a Republican presidential candidate had carried a 

majority of the South's Electoral votes and almost none of 

their congressional seats. 

Overall, while marginal districts have been declining 

and may have reduced coattails, a plausible alternative is 

that as marginal states increase there is less potential for 

coattails. Presidential victories today are based on 

winning a large number of close elections. Thus, Ronald 

Reagan's victory over Jimmy Carter, despite being fairly 

substantial in terms of the Electoral College, was fairly 

close in most states. Likewise, the election of 1988 had 

74% of states decided by small margins. Marginal 

presidential victories do not have the coattails to carry 

any but the most marginal districts. So as presidential 

states have become more closely contested, congressional 

districts have become less competitive and poorly contested. 
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The decline in marginal districts are not unusual by 

historic standards. What is unusual is that the presidency 

has not followed suit especially in the South. 

The effect of these changes is increasing regional 

similarity and decreasing institutional similarity. 

Congressional elections began to become similar across 

districts, after presidential elections became similar 

across states. Yet, the divergence between presidential 

elections and congressional elections across time is 

startling. States have, as sectional differences decline, 

started falling within a rather narrow range of votes and 

providing relatively close elections which translate into 

large Electoral College victories. Yet congressional 

elections have become less competitive over time and 

remained so, even as sectional differences decline. 

Tables 6.8 and 6.9 about here 

Table 6.8 presents percentage of each region's 

congressional seats won by the Democratic party for all 

presidential elections between 1880 and 1992. After a brief 

period of Democratic success outside the South from 1932 to 

1936. by 1940 Republicans had regained much of their pre-New 

Deal strength. Clearly however its depth and intensity was 

not as strong as before. In congressional elections outside 

the South. the New Deal realignment created two party 
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competition. In the South. however. it was not until the 

1960s that we begin to see Republican inroads. Thus as the 

Presidency became highly competitive. the regional bases of 

the two congressional parties began to dissolve. The 

effects on the two parties were different because of the 

differences in the strength of their respective bases. 

Table 6.9 presents Democratic percentage of the 

electoral vote across the two regions from 1880 to 1992. 

Sharp differences can be seen between presidential and 

congressional results. The convergence between regions is 

much more rapid and the fluctuations greater than 

congressional distribution of seats. Divided government 

began to occur not when incumbency shifted the nature of 

congressional seat distribution but when the presidential 

results converged across regions--about the time they became 

marginal. 

Conclusion 

Thus changes occurred in the electoral arenas contested 

by both Presidential and Congressional candidates. Over the 

course of the last 100 years states have become increasingly 

marginal as parties lost their influence over voters and 

candidates. Yet that same process in congressional 

elections has had a very different effect. The 

institutionalized House created incentives for individual 

congresspersons to return and build seniority. Thus parties 

developed regional bases from which congresspersons could 



acheive seniority. As presidential elections became 

increasingly volitile, the reaction of Congress was to 

develop personal bases of power with institutional, not 

party, resources. 
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Notes 

1) These equations are drawn from tables 4.4 and 4.5 of 
Jacobson (1990) 
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2) By this I am Refering to the Popular notion of Coattails. 

3) I will return to a discussion of the systematic 
disadvantages associated with holding the Presidency in 
Chapter 7. 

4) I have borrowed the names "Mayhew Marginals" and 
"Jacobson Marginals" from Ansolabere, Fiorina, and Brady 
(1992) . 

5) See table 2.9 

6) By state elections I am refering to the 50 state 
elections which determine electoral votes. While 18x50=900, 
the late entry of Alaska and Hawaii into the union in 1959 
removes 18 cases from the total. 
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Table 6.1 
Effect of Quality Challengers 
in House Elections, 1946-1988 

------------------------------------------------------------
6.1 6.2 

----------------------- ----------------------
Democrat Republican Democrat Republican 

Year pp Challenger Challenger Challenger Challenger 
------------------------------------------------------------
1988 RD 46.43 48.43 43.30 45.27 
1986 RD 49.95 45.20 47.00 42.30 
1984 RD 44.63 50.99 41. 97 48.27 
1982 RD 52.23 43.11 49.72 40.69 
1980 RD 43.44 50.52 42.24 48.25 
1978 DD 44.82 50.33 42.84 48.29 
1976 DD 46.15 49.09 44.39 47.30 
1974 RD 52.89 42.73 51. 29 41.23 
1972 RD 45.86 49.47 44.56 48.14 
1970 RD 51. 28 43.68 50.15 42.63 
1968 RD 47.00 47.86 46.15 47.00 
1966 DD 41. 30 53.37 40.74 52.68 
1964 DD 53.08 42.06 52.62 41. 72 
1962 DD 44.91 50.52 44.77 50.31 
1960 DD 45.96 49.00 46.03 49.04 
1958 RD 52.70 42.25 52.93 42.59 
1956 RD 46.15 49.28 46.68 49.78 
1954 RD 50.33 45.29 51.04 46.06 
1952 RR 47.76 47.76 48.73 48.73 
1950 DD 44.53 51.09 45.77 52.25 
1948 DD 54.89 39.88 56.24 41. 39 
1946 DR 40.83 53.75 42.56 55.34 

Note: this table based on analysis in Jacobson, 1990, tables 
4.3 and 4.4. PP is the party winning the presidential 
election and in power in the subsequent off year elections. 



Year 

1988 
1986 
1984 
1982 
1980 
1978 
1976 
1974 
1972 
1970 
1968 
1966 
1964 
1962 
1960 
1958 
1956 
1954 
1952 
1950 
1948 
1946 

Table 6.2 
Percentage of Votes Needed 

in the Previous Election for the 
In-party to Retain an Open Seat 

Control Of 
Presidency 

RD 
RD 
RD 
RD 
RD 
DD 
DD 
RD 
RD 
RD 
RD 
DD 
DD 
DD 
DD 
RD 
RD 
RD 
RR 
DD 
DD 
DR 

In-Party of Open Oeat 

Democratic Republican 

57.81 55.09 
53.02 59.50 
60.28 51. 59 
49.91 62.35 
60.54 52.24 
60.02 52.50 
58.20 54.19 
49.00 62.87 
58.59 53.67 
51. 20 61. 57 
57.04 55.87 
64.81 48.35 
48.74 63.78 
59.89 52.24 
58.46 54.31 
49.26 63.52 
58.20 53.93 
52.50 59.37 
56.00 56.00 
60.41 5.1.46 
46.28 66.76 
65.46 47.83 

Note: This table based on equation 4.8 from Jacobson 1990. 
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Table 6.3 
Marginal Districts by Region, 1880-1988 

------------------------------------------------------------
Mayhew Marginals Jacobson Marginals 

---------------------- ----------------------
Year Nation South Nonsouth Nation South Nonsouth 
------------------------------------------------------------
1880 34.81 25.00 39.30 57.34 41. 30 64.68 
1884 38.77 28.30 43.84 60.31 50.00 65.30 
1888 43.38 31.13 49.32 67.69 46.23 78.08 
1892 39.08 14.41 50.63 58.91 23.42 75.53 
1896 18.80 18.02 19.17 31. 91 31. 53 32.08 
1900 28.77 22.52 31. 67 49.57 30.63 58.33 
1904 20.32 15.83 22.39 35.88 25.83 40.54 
1908 27.65 18.40 32.06 51.42 30.40 61. 45 
1912 22.71 8.46 29.23 37.68 13.85 48.59 
1916 27.90 21. 05 31. 03 42.08 25.56 49.66 
1920 17.02 22.96 14.29 30.54 33.33 29.25 
1924 14.23 11.11 15.77 28.64 20.00 32.55 
1928 18.94 22.96 17.11 35.80 31. 85 37.58 
1932 29.46 4.39 39.93 50.65 7.89 68.50 
1936 23.19 2.27 32.54 42.15 9.85 56.61 
1940 23.65 3.79 32.54 43.33 9.85 58.31 
1944 22.38 6.72 29.49 42.89 17.91 54.24 
1948 24.13 4.48 33.00 42.92 11.94 56.90 
1952 17.87 10.53 21.14 36.66 21. 05 43.62 
1956 20.19 12.03 23.83 40.14 24.06 47.32 
1960 18.62 6.02 24.17 42.07 16.54 53.31 
1964 24.71 13.64 29.57 42.49 26.52 49.50 
1968 14.32 12.88 14.95 29.79 28.79 30.23 
1972 12.16 6.72 14.57 27.06 20.15 30.13 
1976 16.08 14.96 16.56 31. 24 29.92 31.79 
1980 15.95 14.17 16.73 29.62 25.83 31.27 
1984 12.18 14.89 10.88 26.21 29.79 24.49 
1988 12.28 15.02 10.44 24.84 28.31 22.14 
------------------------------------------------------------
Source: ICPSR Study #7757 
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Table 6.4 
Marginal states by Region, 1880-1988 

------------------------------------------------------------
Mayhew Marginals Jacobson Marginals 

---------------------- ----------------------
Year Nation South Nonsouth Nation South Nonsouth 
------------------------------------------------------------
1880 47.36 28.57 58.33 65.78 50.00 75.00 
1884 52.63 42.85 58.33 76.31 64.28 83.33 
1888 52.63 42.85 58.33 78.89 57.14 91. 66 
1892 43.18 7.14 60.00 59.09 42.85 66.66 
1896 33.33 35.71 32.25 51. 11 42.85 54.83 
1900 31. 11 35.71 29.03 60.00 42.85 67.74 
1904 6.66 14.28 3.22 24.44 35.71 19.35 
1908 28.26 33.33 25.80 50.00 40.00 54.83 
1912 18.75 0.00 27.27 35.41 6.66 48.48 
1916 50.00 20.00 63.33 68.75 33.33 84.84 
1920 6.25 20.00 0.00 25.00 40.00 18.18 
1924 16.66 33.33 9.09 20.83 40.00 12.12 
1928 20.83 26.66 18.18 52.08 66.66 45.45 
1932 18.50 0.00 27.27 43.75 13.33 57.57 
1936 4.16 0.00 6.06 33.33 6.66 45.45 
1940 43.75 0.00 63.63 72.91 33.33 90.90 
1944 56.50 20.00 72.27 72.91 26.66 93.93 
1948 52.08 13.33 69.69 75.00 26.66 96.96 
1952 31. 25 53.33 21.21 64.58 80.00 57.57 
1956 16.66 33.33 9.09 58.33 73.33 51. 51 
1960 66.00 66.66 65.71 88.00 86.66 88.57 
1964 16.00 20.00 14.28 46.00 60.00 40.00 
1968 52.00 46.66 54.28 80.00 93.33 74.28 
1972 10.00 0.00 14.28 26.00 0.00 37.14 
1976 62.00 53.33 65.71 88.00 86.66 88.57 
1980 44.00 66.66 34.28 72.00 93.33 62.88 
1984 16.00 6.66 20.00 38.00 20.00 45.71 
1988 40.00 51. 42 13.33 72.00 66.66 74.28 
------------------------------------------------------------
Source: see note on Table 1.1 
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Table 6.5 ,--
Mean Democratic Proportion of the 
Two Party Vote for Congress across 

Districts By Region, 1880-1988 
------------------------------------------------------------
Year Nation South Non-south 

------------- ---------- ----------------
x s x s x s 

------------------------------------------------------------
1880 U 51. 98 21. 96 66.69 20.38 45.25 19.23 
1884 U 53.61 22.02 65.34 18.74 47.94 21.26 
1888 U 51. 32 19.99 67.21 18.27 43.63 15.84 
1892 U 56.97 23.83 80.42 21.95 45.99 15.19 
1896 U 40.33 31. 41 64.84 30.92 28.99 24.42 
1900 U 49.10 23.33 71. 62 19.82 38.69 16.49 
1904 U 48.47 24.03 74.16 20.78 36.57 14.07 
1908 U 52.98 22.33 75.24 22.15 42.35 12.40 
1912 U 62.95 26.68 84.49 21. 63 53.09 22.69 
1916 U 50.33 28.53 71. 22 27.96 40.74 23.21 
1920 U 46.75 28.46 72.99 23.57 34.71 21. 58 
1924 U 48.96 28.36 79.38 21. 59 34.78 18.37 
1928 U 50.50 25.92 76.30 23.78 38.82 16.82 
1932 U 64.02 21. 70 86.70 16.56 54.55 15.77 
1836 U 63.01 21. 46 83.58 17.09 53.81 16.20 
1940 U 58.91 24.35 85.55 18.08 47.00 15.92 
1944 U 56.58 25.05 82.30 20.36 44.89 16.96 
1948 U 57.13 25.95 82.32 20.68 45.76 19.21 
1952 U 63.78 26.78 82.33 22.17 41. 04 17.07 
1956 D 55.56 24.52 79. 15 23.44 45.03 16.31 
1960 U 58.70 24.40 77.71 27.51 50.33 24.40 
1964 U 59.16 20.73 69.55 23.02 54.60 17.86 
1968 D 53.74 23.32 66.27 26.80 48.24 19.23 
1972 D 53.49 24.43 60.93 29.19 50.19 21. 22 
1976 U 58.41 22.79 66.12 24.54 55.18 21. 24 
1980 D 53.77 24.79 59.87 27.20 51. 11 23.22 
1984 D 53.20 25.46 56.11 31.04 51.81 22.23 
1988 D 52.95 25.62 54.32 32.14 53.01 23.15 
------------------------------------------------------------
Source: ICPSR Study #7757 



Year 

1880 
1884 
1888 
1892 
1896 
1900 
1904 
1908 
1912 
1916 
1920 
1924 
1928 
1932 
1936 
1940 
1944 
1948 
1952 
1956 
1960 
1964 
1968 
1972 
1976 
1980 
1984 
1988 

Table 6.6 
Mean Democratic Proportion of the Two 

Party Vote for Congress Across Districts 
by Party Winning the Seat, 1880-1988 

Democratic Win Republican Win 

65.64 
66.18 
64.95 
69.36 
75.13 
68.28 
73.37 
71. 59 
75.47 
68.01 
77.39 
76.55 
76.67 
71. 73 
70.86 
72.87 
73.83 
72.90 
76.19 
73.47 
72.83 
69.00 
69.88 
69.89 
71. 21 
71.53 
69.26 
69.42 

16.92 
17.44 
16.51 
19.64 
19.65 
17.53 
18.79 
19.06 
19.25 
23.33 
19.52 
18.74 
19.48 
18.36 
16.62 
18.89 
18.84 
18.23 
20.04 
19.23 
20.69 
17.22 
16.98 
19. 19 
15.01 
15.04 
19.72 
18.36 

39.34 
41. 06 
41. 50 
40.95 
35.69 
36.42 
34.68 
38.93 
39.87 
38.21 
31. 82 
31. 31 
35.64 
43.77 
42.85 
39.94 
38.38 
37.83 
37.38 
38.17 
39.38 
41. 23 
34.41 
34.59 
36.07 
31. 76 
31. 05 
30.69 

12.28 
10.84 
11. 24 
12.80 
13.92 
13.91 
12.55 
10.06 
11. 11 
11.37 
13.61 
12.67 
11. 02 
4.99 
7.28 
8.54 
11. 33 
13.83 
9.60 
9.34 
10.47 
8.56 
10.86 
12.05 
10.74 
13.55 
12.15 
13.36 

Source: ICPSR Study #7757 
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Year 

1880 
1884 
1888 
1892 
1896 
1900 
1904 
1908 
1912 
1916 
1920 
1924 
1928 
1932 
1936 
1940 
1944 
1948 
1952 
1956 
1960 
1964 
1968 
1972 
1976 
1980 
1984 
1988 

Table 6.7 
Mean Democratic Proportion of the 

Two Party Vote for President Across 
States by Region, 1880-1988 

Nation South Non-south 

x 

50.58 
50.55 
51.80 
47.71 
53.53 
50.47 
44.21 
49.12 
65.55 
57.53 
42.04 
40.85 
43.74 
64.13 
66.24 
59.43 
57.22 
56.99 
44.04 
43.19 
49.41 
58.94 
47.99 
35.97 
49.99 
42.84 
38.34 
44.83 

s 

10.35 
9.17 
11.34 
24.48 
18.30 
14.57 
20.44 
15.87 
16.35 
14.51 
17.50 
21. 82 
12.78 
13.76 
12.23 
13.94 
13.10 
12.97 
8.55 
8.41 
5.83 
11. 14 
7.18 
6.79 
6.26 
8.12 
5.75 
5.61 

x 

60.57 
58.93 
62.26 
71. 33 
64.73 
65.32 
69.20 
66.12 
80.84 
72.30 
62.72 
67.54 
53.83 
78.28 
77.85 
74.80 
71.08 
70.87 
52.34 
50.70 
52.49 
50.87 
48.62 
29.75 
55.26 
47.86 
38.66 
42.49 

s 

6.62 
7.86 
10.94 
16.58 
15.38 
15.38 
17.10 
16.32 
13.59 
16.78 
15.33 
15.99 
17.53 
14.13 
12.93 
14.77 
14.77 
14.64 
7.70 
9.88 
6.33 
14.61 
6.57 
4.81 
5.12 
5.13 
3.93 
3.86 

x s 

44.76 7.17 
45.66 7.86 
45.70 5.83 
36.68 19.25 
48.47 17.43 
43.76 7.71 
32.93 7.97 
40.90 6.28 
58.58 12.33 
50.816.12 
32.64 7.47 
28.72 10.09 
39.16 6.02 
57.70 7.37 
60.96 7.40 
52.44 5.40 
50.93 5.07 
50.68 4.68 
40.26 5.88 
39.78 4.78 
48.09 5.15 
62.39 7.07 
47.72 7.50 
38.63 5.70 
47.57 5.24 
40.68 8.26 
38.92 6.43 
45.83 5.99 

Source: see Table 1.1 
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THE INSTITUTIONAL ROOTS OF DIVIDED GOVERNMENT 

Throughout this book, I have argued that voter 

perceptions of the parties are not the cause of divided 

government and instead candidates are driving both split

ticket voting and divided government. In chapter 1, I 

pointed out the fundamental inconsistency between the 

literature on divided government and the literature on 

split-ticket voting. Literature on split-ticket voting has 

found that the decreasing importance of parties in 

shaping voter perceptions of candidates elevates candidate

centered qualities such as personality above those of 

parties. 

Yet the literature on divided government, driven by the 

seemingly partisan patterns of divided and unified 

government, has argued that there is something inherently 

different about the two parties which leads voters to choose 

different parties for different reasons for different 

offices. It may occur as voters try to balance extreme 

parties or fit party ideologies to their institutional 

strengths. 

Chapter 2 demonstrated that current patterns of split

ticket voting heavily favor incumbents. However which 

party's incumbents are favored depends on the presidential 

election. In addition, evidence presented in chapter 2 

demonstrated that the patterns of split results, whether 

they be split districts, split states, or split regional 
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outcomes depended on which party won the Presidency. When a 

Republican wins the White House there are higher levels of 

RP/DC split results. Yet when Democrats win the presidency, 

there are more results that split DP/RC. Chapter 2 also 

pointed out the role the South has played in causing current 

patterns of divided government. 

Chapter 3 demonstrated that there is little theoretical 

reason to believe that parties are important in causing 

split-ticket voting. Perceptions of the parties vary little 

based on the type of vote a voter casts (straight or split) 

but rather perceptions of the parties vary based on a 

person's Presidential vote. 

This finding was reinforced in chapter 4 in which I 

demonstrated that virtually all the issue content associated 

with current elections is associated with presidential 

candidates. Not only is there little issue content to 

congressional elections but there is little content of any 

other kind--party or candidate. Once again, these 

perceptions vary little based on type of vote (straight or 

split). Rather, they vary by type of race. 

Using this information I developed a logistic 

regression model to explain individuals propensity to split 

their ticket. The model utilized presidential popularity 

and district characteristics, such as incumbency and 

opposition, to explain why individuals split their tickets. 
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Whether individuals vote a straight or split ticket is 

dependent on who they like among presidential candidates and 

what type of district they live in. 

In chapter 5, I utilized a pooled time series design to 

demonstrate that split ticket voting across states and over 

time can be effectively explained by the interaction between 

the presidential winner and incumbency. In fact, since 

incumbency has always been associated with split-ticket 

voting (Cummings, 1967) the key question emerged as to why 

divided government began to occur when it did. 

Chapter 6 sought to answer this question. Whether a 

challenger can unseat an incumbent in congressional 

elections is largely dependent on whether the district was 

marginal in the previous election. Because of the decline 

in the number of marginals, there is a decreasing likelihood 

that congressional seats will turn over. Yet marginal 

districts did not disappear in 1956 when we first observed 

divided government. The marginals began their downward 

trend after the 1896 realignment, recovering briefly during 

the New Deal realignment. Since the New Deal, there was one 

dramatic drop in the marginals, in 1966, when congressional 

scholars see the "incumbency advantage' as occurring. Thus 

advocates of the explanation of divided government resulting 

from incumbency are left in a quandry. Either incumbency 

occurred well before 1956 when we find the trend toward 

declining marginals or it occurred in 1966, with the drop in 
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the marginals. Either way, incumbency and congressional 

elections could not have caused divided government since we 

noticed an increase in the marginals in 1956 when divided 

government first occurred. 

Presidential elections, however, presented a very 

different pattern. Pre9idential marginals, after 

fluctuating in conjunction with congressional marginals 

abruptly diverged in 1940. As congressional election became 

less marginal, presidential elections became more marginal. 

This is when divided results began to occur outside the 

South. Divided government occurred when the marginals in 

the South converged with the marginals outside the South in 

presidential elections. 

In that chapter I also argued that the current pattern 

of divided government can best be understood as two similar 

parties operating in different contexts. Throughout the 

20th century, Republicans have systematically won their 

seats by narrower margins than Democrats and each party's 

strength was concentrated along regional lines. As 

sectional differences declined they did so at different 

rates because of different initial levels of 

competitiveness. Thus, in the post-World War II era, 

marginal districts were necessary for seats to change party 

hands and the fact that more Republican seats were marginal 

explains why Republicans seem to do worse. As I pointed out 
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this difference has been disappearing over the last 40 years 

and today the relative position of the two parties is 

roughly equal. 

In this chapter I will attempt to explain why divided 

government began to occur when it did. As I will show, 

divided government is the unintended consequence of the 

shift in incentives and resources away from political 

parties toward the institutions of government. 

The Institutionalizing Congress 

By the turn of the century parties had lost many of the 

tools over both elites and voters. (Epstein, 1986) As noted 

in chapter 1, the elimination of party functions of 

patronage, nomination, party control over the ballot, and 

the reduction of the parties role in providing social 

welfare function all contributed to the "decline of 

parties." Yet parties did not decline in a vacuum. The 

reduction in the resources which political parties had over 

voters and elites occurred concomitantly with the rise of 

the institutional Congress. Polsby, (1968) argues that the 

institutionalization of the House of Representatives 

occurred from the 1860's through the 1890's. By the turn of 

the century, the demands that the institutional House placed 

on members were already appearing. Polsby argues that the 

institutional House created incentives for individuals to 

return and fostered careers in the House. 



210 

Tables 7.1 and 7.2 about here 

Table 7.1 presents the percentage of seats which are 

open and the percentage of incumbents who lose re-election 

in non-southern states by region for all presidential 

election years from 1880 to 1992. Table 7.2 presents the 

same data for the South. Clearly, there is a relationship 

between open seats and incumbent losers. By 1908 most 

incumbents were running for re-election and most were 

winning. In excess of 80% of all incumbents were running 

and 80% to 90% of them were winning. The single exception 

to this development was the election of 1932. Clearly by 

the turn of the century incumbents were reasonably accurate 

in judging the likelihood of their own re-election and 

acting accordingly. The South which was "safer" as a region 

saw higher rates of incumbents running and being re-elected. 

As more incumbents ran the likelihood of split-districts 

increased. 

The Institutionalizing Presidency 

In the political environment of the early 1900's, 

government was "Congressional". Presidential candidates did 

not have the resources to run national campaigns independent 

of local party organizations. As modern communication 

techniques developed, beginning with radio, the tools were 

beginning to emerge which allowed presidential candidates to 

build coalitions independent and distinct from congressional 
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coalitions. While Presidents since Theodore Roosevelt had 

articulated a philosophy of presidential activism, the 

organizational basis for an activist presidency had not 

developed. (Ragsdale, 1992, Milkis and Nelson, 1994) 

Presidents depended on Congress and the parties for most of 

their electoral visibility. 

The organizational capacity of the presidency began to 

grow as illustrated in Table 7.3 

Table 7.3 about here 

The table presents data on the size of the President's staff 

from 1920 to 1992. By 1924 the presidency was beginning the 

move from a personal staff to a presidential organization. 

(Ragsdale and Theis, 1994) Yet the big increase in 

presidential staff occurs in 1939 as president Roosevelt 

submitted a plan for reorganizing the Presidency. (Hart, 

1989; Theis and Ragsdale, 1994) This plan began the 

institutionalization of the Presidency and had almost 

immediate consequences. The plan was based on the 

recommendations of the Brownlow Commission which argued that 

the Presidency did not have the resources to meet the 

responsibilities which the public and Congress had placed on 

the office. (Hart, 1987) The growth and expansion of the 

Executive Office of the President gave the President 

resources with which to develop an institutional base of 
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power. This organizational capacity was accompanied by the 

growth of regular media coverage and presidential 

communications in the form of press conferences and national 

addresses. In addition. the presidency increasingly assumed 

policy responsibilities outside the scope of 19th century 

presidents' activities. 

Institutions and Split Districts 

Thus competitive areas of the country immediately saw 

an increase in split results and non-southern states began 

producing divided results. By 1940. non-southern areas of 

the country returned to electing Republican incumbents but 

the emerging institution of the Presidency had developed 

enough of a independent base to cause some voters to defect 

from their congressional and local choice at the 

presidential level. Small defections were enough to cause 

divided results in these more highly competitive areas. 

Divided government began to occur not when Congress changed 

but when the Presidency did. 

Table 7.4 about here 

Table 7.4 presents the results of a regression model 

designed to test this assertion. The first model regresses 

a measure of governmental workload, the party of the 

president. the size of th~ presidential organization, and 

the percentage of incumbents running from 1920 to 1992 on 

the number of split districts. The first two variables 
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provide controls for the activism of government and for any 

partisan biases in the occurrence of split districts. The 

second two variables provide the measures of the degree of 

institutional development of the Presidency and Congress. 

The number of incumbents running provides a measure of the 

degree to which incumbents perceive themselves to be 

autonomous from other institutions and organizations in the 

political system. (Polsby, 1968) The size of the Executive 

Office of the President offers a measure of the autonomy of 

the Presidency. (Ragsdale and Theis, 1994) The second model 

presents a trimmed version of the full model. In both 

models, the Durbin-Watson statistic calls for rejecting the 

null hypothesis that there is auto correlation. The 

adjusted R square for both models shows that the two 

variables provide a good fit with the data. Given that 

split-ticket voting is candidate-based and this model does 

not attempt to measure candidate attributes, the fit is 

remarkably good. Clearly incumbency and changes in the size 

of the presidential support organization together had a 

large impact on the number of split districts, independent 

of the size of government and the party of the president. 

The institutional changes were shaping both candidate and 

voter perceptions. 

As the presidency began to institutionalize American 

Elections moved from party politics to institutional 
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politics. The Presidency functioned, in many ways, as the 

Downsian model of "accountable parties". Thus the party 

controlling the Presidency pays the price in mid term 

elections not the party controlling congress. At the 

congressional level, the teamsmanship model of Downsian 

party competition breaks down. (Mayhew, 1974) Since parties 

and Presidents have little leverage over Congresspersons, 

Congress largely functions according to its institutional 

rules. 

As the institutions of Congress and the Presidency 

became increasingly independent, regional differences 

between the parties began to disappear with very different 

partisan consequences. As the presidency increasingly 

assumed the integrative functions associated with parties, 

the partisan differences between the two regions disappeared 

and we see a divergence between the Presidency and Congress. 

The Presidency began to converge first and only later did 

partisan regional differences in Congress begin to 

disappear. 

Paying The Price: Presidential Responsibility 

To be sure, the separate institutional shaping of 

elections and their divergence across institutions did not 

destroy all linkages between Presidents and Congress and 

parties. They simply took a different track. As Presidents 

began to define political parties in the 1930s, the 

presidency became increasingly volatile but congressional 
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districts did not change to the same degree because there 

were already fewer marginal districts. In addition, the 

relationship is not linear. In chapter 4, I showed that 

presidential popularity had a significant independent 

influence on congressional ticket splitting. In chapter 5, 

we saw that split ticket voting is most likely to occur 

during marginal presidential victories. Finally, in chapter 

6 we saw that winning the presidency reduces the previous 

vote needed in a district to defeat an incumbent and 

Republican presidential victories increase the number of 

marginals in the South. In addition, Presidents lose seats 

in their party's congressional delegations during mid term 

elections. All this points to some linkage, however 

tenuous. The President's party pays the price, not the 

party in control of "government". 

Thus voter perceptions of candidates and the linkage of 

issues to parties are related to presidential elections. 

Some have argued that there is a disadvantage to 

congressional candidates for the presidents party (Erikson, 

1989) and that there are diminishing returns for the party 

holding the presidency (Abramowitz, Cover, and Norpoth, 

1986). Table 7.5 utilizes a previously developed model to 

discern the aggregate effects of holding the Presidency for 

the party's congressional delegation. The model was 

originally developed by Michael Lewis-Beck and Tom Rice 
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(1992) as a foreoasting tool. 

The model has strong predictive power. The Republican 

gain of 10 seats in 1992 was well within the prediction of a 

3 seat Republican gain with the margin of error of ± 10. 

The model regresses the number of House seats gained or lost 

by the presidents party from 1948 through 1990 on growth 

rate in real disposable income(E), presidential 

popularity(PP), number of seats exposed over the party's 

average(X), a counter for number of two year election cycles 

that a party has controlled the White House(T), and an 

interactive term for the effect of economic conditions in 

mid-term elections(E*M). The t values for the coefficients 

are presented in parentheses. 

Equation 7.1 

HC=-24.43+1.70(E)+7.45(E*M)+0.53(PP)-0.65(X)-7.14(T) 
(-1.95)(1.31) (3.55) (2.86) (-4.32) (-2.93) 

The coeffioients indicate the incumbent presidential 

party is expected to lose 24 seats. A good economy and 

presidential popularity minimizes the loss. The length of 

time in office and the more seats over the party's average 

that are controlled going into the election increases the 

expected loss. 

Table 7.5 about here 

Table 7.5 presents the net seat change for the party 

holding the presidenoy for the next four elections. 
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Economic growth and presidential popularity are tested under 

several different scenarios. Democrats have one seat over 

their average of 257 and therefore X is set to 1. Since 

this is the first election after winning the White House for 

Democrats, T is set to 1. The table runs the scenarios for 

1994, 1996, 1998 and the year 2000 and each iteration 

substitutes the appropriate X and T values based on the 

previous iteration we can look at the progression of the 

presidential party's congressional colleagues. Since we 

know the 1994 values for PP and E we can use the predicted 

seat loss for calculating the change in exposure in 1996. 

In 1996, I utilize the expected seat loss from the minimum 

economic and popularity variables necessary for the 

Democratic presidential candidate to win. 

Democrats in 1994 are expected to lose 13 seats, gain 2 

seats in 1996, lose 22 seats in 1998, leading to a net loss 

of 33 seats over the course of President Clinton's tenure 

if he wins re-election. Things get no better if the 

Democrats win a third consecutive term in the year 2000. 

Thus because of the T term, even identical situations on 

all other variables causes a net loss for the president's 

party over the full course of one or two terms. This is 

even more important when one remembers that re-elect ions 

are typically by much larger margins than first elections. 

Thus, even though Presidents who are successful in 

their re-election quest usually win by much larger margins 
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their party in Congress does worse. In addition, divided 

government did not occur in 1952 with Eisenhower's first 

election but rather, in 1956, when Republicans carried 10 

fewer seats in Congress even as Eisenhower was rolling to a 

larger popular vote total. 

Presidential elections converged along institutional 

and regional lines in the 1930's. Congressional elections 

converged along institutional lines in the late 19th and 

early 20th centuries. The convergence between regions has 

been much slower at the congressional level, perhaps 

reflecting the more firmly established institutional 

mechanisms. Parties served to unify the inherently 

disparate incentives created by the separation of powers in 

the American constitutional system. But as the arrangement 

of resources and incentives which elevated parties over 

politicians began to change, the institutionalization of the 

House served to channel party strength through Congress. 

The later institutional development of the presidency served 

to split the functions of political parties between the two 

branches which parties sought to bridge. 

Conclusion 

Institutions tend to serve aggregative and integrative 

functions. (March and Olson, 1988) As the Congress and the 

Presidency began their institutionalization, the functions 

of parties were increasingly absorbed by the branches of 
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government. As Congress absorbed the aggregative function 

of parties and the presidency later absorbed the integrative 

function of parties, there was gradually less connection 

between the two electoral patterns. Patterns of elections 

to the two branches, which until 1928, had paralleled each 

other rather closely within regions began to diverge even as 

regional differences were disappearing. As the parties 

declined with shifts in incentives and resources, 

politicians acting within the constraints of different 

institutions began to assume those functions in different 

ways. Congress became less and less like the Downsian model 

of responsible parties and Presidents increasingly did. Yet 

Congress did not become subservient to presidents, the 

institution developed its own methods of remaining 

independent. 

Presidential elections with the attention and the 

rhetoric argue for placing responsibility on the shoulder of 

the President. Election results show the fluctuations 

associated with changing national conditions. Congressional 

elections are only weakly linked to Presidential elections 

and exhibit a large degree of consistency across time. 

Congressional and presidential candidates work to reinforce 

the perception that Presidents are responsible for creating 

national policy. The divergent incentives across branches 

did not, however, favor one party over the other. 

The only study of divided government which looks at the 
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consequences of divided government is David Mayhew's Divided 

We Govern. (1991) Mayhew's somewhat controversial finding is 

that government functions in much the same manner whether 

control of the Presidency and Congress is unified or 

divided. If the arguments of this book are correct. the 

finding by Mayhew is not surprising. There is little policy 

connection between unified and divided government because 

there is little electoral connection between Presidential 

and Congressional elections. Presidents have an electoral 

connection to voters just as Congresspersons have theirs. 

However. the electoral connection between the two 

institutions does not exist since parties become little more 

than labels which are convenient for politicians but they 

are labels easily shed. 
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Peroent of Open Seats and Inoumbent Losers in 
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Table 7.2 
Peroent or Open Seats and Inoumbent Losers 

in Southern Distriots. 1880-1992 
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Year 

1924 
1925 
1926 
1927 
1928 
1929 
1930 
1931 
1932 
1933 
1934 
1935 
1936 
1937 
1938 
1939 
1940 
1941 
1942 
1943 
1944 
1945 
1946 
1947 
1948 
1949 
1950 
1951 
1952 
1953 
1954 
1955 
1956 
1957 
1958 
1959 
1960 
1961 
1962 
1963 
1964 

Table 7.3 
Size of Presidential Staff in the 

Executive Office of the President and 
White House Office, 1924-1992 

Total (less 
Executive War 
Staff units) 

133 
133 
137 
141 
135 
131 
139 
114 
109 
110 
107 

97 
98 

100 
105 
631 
647 

21,428 
86,817 

194,194 
182,833 
174,138 
95,068 
43,232 

1,118 
1,167 
1,256 
1,219 
1,434 
1,376 
1,175 
1,167 
1,196 
1,218 
2,660 
2,631 
2,919 
2,838 
1,676 
1,659 
1,542 

(830) 
(593) 
(405) 
(474) 
(505) 
(823) 
(849) 
(895) 

White 
House 
Office 

38 
38 
37 
37 
37 
36 
36 
37 
37 
50 
49 
44 
44 
45 
45 
45 
63 
53 
49 
51 
50 
61 
61 

293 
210 
223 
295 
259 
245 
248 
266 
290 
374 
387 
394 
405 
446 
411 
467 
388 
349 
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Year 

1965 
1966 
1967 
1968 
1969 
1970 
1971 
1972 
1973 
1974 
1975 
1976 
1977 
1978 
1979 
1980 
1981 
1982 
1983 
1984 
1985 
1986 
1987 
1988 
1989 
1990 
1991 
1992 

Total 
Executive 
Staff 

2,849 
4,683 
4,813 
5,306 
5,167 
4,742 
5,360 
5,639 
4,804 
5,751 
1,910 
1,899 
1,716 
1,613 
1,818 
1,886 
1,683 
1,596 
1,621 
1,595 
1,549 
1,519 
1,514 
1,645 
1,589 
1,680 
1,782 
1,944 

TABLE 7.3-Continued 

White 
House 
Office 

333 
295 
272 
273 
344 
311 
660 
596 
542 
583 
625 
541 
464 
371 
408 
406 
394 
366 
384 
374 
362 
363 
361 
362 
363 
374 
384 
403 

224 

note: The total Executive staff category includes the White 
House office, the NSC, CEA, maintenance and grounds Crews, 
and other units considered part of the EOP. 
Sources: Total Executive Staff and White House Staff from 
King and Ragsdale (1988, 206-209). Updated by the author 
from sucessive volumes of the Budget Of The United States. 



x 

EOP 
Employees 

Table 7.4 
Effects of Institutional Autonomy 

on Spl it Districts, 1924-1992 

1 2 

0.0175* 0.0152* 
(.0053) (.0051) 

Bi lIs Introduced -.0018 -------
in Congress (.0014) 

Percentage 422.39* 463.57* 
Incumbents (175.5) (176.75) 

Party of 18.618 -------
President (14.35) 

Constant -274.07 -335.95* 
(153.86) (151. 45) 

Adj. R .624 .6012 

Durbin-Watson 2.199 1. 884 

n 21 21 

* = (p >.05) 

225 
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Table 7.5 
Predicted Seat Change for the 
President's Party, 1994-2000 

------------------------------------------------------------
E -1 0 1 2 3 

Year 
PP 

------------------------------------------------------------
1994 

40 -12.7 -11.0 -9.3 -7.6 -5.9 

50 -7.4 -5.7 -4.02 -2.3 -0.6 

60 -2.12 -.42 1. 28 2.98 4.68 

1996 
40 -20.25 -18.6 -16.9 -15.2 -13.5 

50 -15.0 -13.2 -11.5 -9.9 -8.3 

60 -9.6 -8.0 -6.25 -4.6 -2.9 

1998 
40 -15.95 -14.25 -12.55 -10.85 -9.15 

50 -10.6 -8.95 -7.25 -5.55 -3.85 

60 -5.35 -3.65 -1. 95 -0.25 1. 45 

2000 
40 -13.99 -12.29 -10.59 -8.894 -7.19 

50 -8.69 -6.99 -5.29 -3.59 -1. 89 

60 -3.39 -1. 69 0.01 1. 71 3.41 

note: the following values were used for the T and X values 
each year. 1994 T=l and X=l, 1996 T=2 and X=-12, for 1998 
T=3 and X=-16, and for 2000 X=4 and T=-30. 
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