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GUIDELINES
 FOR RESEARCHING CONGRESSIONAL ELECTIONS

Prepared by Professor Paul Dawson, Oberlin College

and

Jessica Grim, Reference Librarian/Instruction Coordinator, Oberlin College  

(Fall, 2006)

NOTES:

1. These Guidelines are primarily intended to assist students in carrying out their research projects in Politics 105; it also may be of use to students interested in becoming more informed about and involved in congressional campaigns.

2. These Guidelines are posted on:

· Professor Dawson’s Home Page and

· Mudd Library’s Research Guide/Elections 2006 

3.  These Guidelines provide sources of information and advice on using them.

OVERVIEW:

PART I. COMMENTS ADDRESSED TO THE STUDENTS IN POLT 105

PART II. GENERAL COMMENTS ABOUT HOW TO USE THESE SOURCES

PART III. SOURCES OF INFORMATION

PART I. COMMENTS ADDRESSED TO THE STUDENTS IN POLT 105

PART I includes the following sections:

A. Pick an election contest

B.  Review the assigned research project and the required format of the written reports.

Details on each of these two sections follow …

A. Pick an election contest

By Monday, Sept. 18 …

1. Pick a congressional election contest to be the focus of your research project;

2. Send two emails, identifying the race (See syllabus for format):

a. Paul.Dawson@oberlin.edu
b. Jessica.Grim@oberlin.edu
For help picking an election contest, use any of the following:

1.
Project Vote Smart (PVS): 

2.
For various compilations of “competitive” races, see:

· The Washington Post’s listing of “key” races 

· The New York Times’ “Races to Watch” 

· National Journal’s list of congressional seats ranked by likelihood to switch party control
· Larry J. Sabato’s Crystal Ball for the “Ferocious Forty”

· For Congressional Quarterly’s rating of races in the House and Senate, respectively, see:

· CQ's Balance of Power Scorecard: House
· CQ's Balance of Power Scorecard: Senate
3.
If you wanted to focus on a race involving an “Almost Obie”:

· Yvette Clarke, the House Democratic candidate for the 11th CD (Brooklyn, NY); also check PVS
· Steven Porter (D., 3rd CD, PA) against the incumbent, Philip English (R.). 

4.   Alternatively…

· Focus on an election contest involving someone who’s mentioned as a possible contender for their party’s presidential nomination in 2008.

· Pick a non-competitive race and try to figure out if it is irrevocably safe and, if so, why?

· Use your imagination.

B. Review the assigned research project and the required format of the written reports

Review pages 18 - 24 on the Syllabus: 

PART II. GENERAL COMMENTS ABOUT HOW TO USE THESE SOURCES

PART II includes the following sections …

A. Think before you click.

B. Keep in mind the objective.

Details on each of these two sections follow …

A. Think before you click; that is…

· Visualize the forest.

· Don’t forget the elephants in the room. 

· Find the tipping point.

· Find what is distinctive about your election contest.

· Watch out for intruding national forces. 

· Don’t get lost in cyber space.

· Be a fox, not a hedgehog.

Think before you click.

It’s easy to get carried away, mindlessly clicking, jumping from one Web site or page to another, flying off on tangents, getting overwhelmed by infoglut. Don’t let this happen to you. Instead … think about what you want to know and then, to find the answer to that question, click.

· Visualize the forest; i.e., think about, for example:

1. The Congressional District (CD) or state. What’s it like? For example … What is its political history? For CDs … have the district lines been redrawn recently in ways that make it less or more competitive? Who has represented the district and state until now? How did they do in previous elections? What happened in the primary election? (Are political parties divided or unified?) Who are the voters? (Their characteristics? Party identifications?) What is the condition of the economy of the area? What other election contests are going on? What issues (propositions, referenda, etc.) are going to be on the ballot in November?

2. The candidates. What are their backgrounds, their electoral track records? Their strengths as candidates? Their weaknesses? If they have served before, what are their legislative records? Their votes on key issues? How do various interest groups rate their congressional voting records? Their campaign resources, such things as incumbency, name recognition, cash on hand, likely access to both financial and other resources (endorsements, interest group backing, cyber cash, visits from prominent party leaders, etc.)

3. The issues. What are they? Are they position issues: e.g., lower taxes? Local issues: e.g., jobs … or national issues: e.g., national security? Are there wedge issues that might split off a candidate’s normal supporters: e.g., is anyone campaigning against same-sex marriage in an attempt to split off social conservatives from a liberal candidate’s normal base of support … is the Democratic candidate trying to hang George Bush around the neck of the Republican incumbent? Is “character” an issue? Is mud being thrown?

4. Campaign strategies. What are they? (NOTE: The candidates won’t tell you; you have to figure it out … from everything else you learn, try to put yourself in their shoes to see what they’re trying to do.) Are they spending a lot of money on media? What are the ads like? Are they saving a lot of money for a last minute media blitz? Or for a Get-Out-The-Vote drive? Are they “going negative”? If so, is that mobilizing their base? Turning off the moderate middle who might, therefore, turnoff instead of turnout? 

· Don’t forget the elephants in the room. 

Normally, the three biggest determinants of the way constituents vote are:

· Party Identification (a psychological attachment to one party: “I’m a Republican!”)

· Incumbency (usually worth about 15 extra percentage points, a little more for Republican incumbents, a little less for Democratic ones)

· The Definition of the Issue/Agenda-Shaping. Which candidate’s issue better resonates with the voters? It’s easier to impact the way a voter looks at a candidate than it is to change their mind on substantive policy issues. (Consider, for example, Adrian Fenty’s success in using his energetic [marathon running] manner to win the DC mayoral primary, over the older, less physically fit candidate who, too late, stressed her experience). So … figure out: What are the candidates selling? How would they have the voters think out – or frame – the election?)
 

· Find the tipping point.

The margin of victory may be decided by who shows up. Those most likely to vote are extreme partisans, those who identify strongly with a particular political party. Get-out-the-vote (GOTV) efforts to get a high percentage of these people can make the difference. Is one candidate or their allies making a strong effort to register and turn out their likely supporters? Is the candidate (or their supporters) complaining about the lack of funding for GOTV efforts? Is the candidate using Facebook.com to create a social network?

· Find what is distinctive about your election contest.

Election contests have a life of their own; i.e., what happens in a particular race often depends in large part on particular conditions in that district and state. It’s is difficult to learn of these things from a distance, although you can go to local newspapers and other media to gain some insight.

· Watch out for intruding national forces. 

· What are the forces that are attempting to get voters focusing on national concerns? What are the countervailing forces trying to keep the focus on local matters?

· What’s going on in Congress? Are congressional actions (debates, votes) shaping the way local voters are likely to perceive their candidates?

· What’s on the news? What are the headlines? The “Breaking News”?

· Don’t get lost in cyber space.

Your research project and written report is your attempt to make sense out of (or impose order on) the day-to-day more random chaos of seemingly isolated events. You won’t find that interpretative order on any Web site: you have to create it out of your own ideas about what is going on.

· Be a fox, not a hedgehog
.

Resist the temptation to jump to single-factor explanations. Even though some influences are more important than others, it’s unlikely that any one thing determines the election result. Resist, therefore, the desire to find the big bullet; instead, gather lots of smaller pieces of buckshot: isolated facts that you weave into an explanation.

B. Keep in mind the objective.

Your objective is to complete successfully the required research project. Therefore, as you’re thinking about the above things (and, no doubt, clicking away), stop from time to time and review the assignment. If you find that what you’ve been doing is relevant to the assignment, begin drafting comments for the various required sections of the research report(s). On the other hand, if you realize that what you’ve been doing doesn’t help you actually write anything, stop doing that. Back up. Think some more about what you want to know before proceeding.

PART III. SOURCES OF INFORMATION

Keeping in mind the advice above …

1. For background information in recent newspaper articles, see the compilation in the Library’s Electronic Reserve (ERes) for Dawson’s Politics 105. 

2. For authoritative, non-partisan information on various aspects of congressional election campaigns, see:

a. National Journal (includes good polling data through Poll Track)

b. Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report   See also CQ Electronic Library, on trial for the Library until October 11 (!).

c. For additional information, including articles in news weeklies (such as Time, Newsweek, etc.) use Academic Search Premier.

d. the Library’s compilation of Subject Research Guides/Elections 2006 

3. For insight on the political history of a House District (and its State), see the National Journal’s Almanac of American Politics.

4. To learn of other issues on state ballots, see the Initiative and Referendum Institute’s Ballotwatch.

5. For basic demographic information on a state’s voters, see State & County Quick Facts and/or the U. S. Census Bureau's American FactFinder. For detailed economic & employment information see Bureau of Economic Analysis and Bureau of Labor Statistics.

6. To learn more about the official activities of your Congresspersons, see GovTrack.com.

a. For example, I’m using GovTrack to “monitor” Rep. Kaptur.

7. For other (than the above) information (and partisan propaganda) on a particular race, explore the following:

a. The Web sites of the candidates (some invite you to sign up for email newsletters)

b. National newspapers, including:

· New York Times

In addition to its Home Page, see the “Politics” news
See specifically the NYT Election Guide.

For its compilation of relevant Web sites, see the NYT Politics Navigator.

To find archived NYT stories (w/o paying), access through the Library’s New York     Times Finding Guide .

· Washington Post – see the Library’s Washington Post Finding Guide to determine how to access generally; see also:

· “Politics” 

· “Midterm Elections: Interactive map”

· “Bellwethers” Eight Issues That Will 
Shape the 2006 Elections
· Wall Street Journal  -- use LexisNexis Academic to identify articles to read in print (current issues) or microfilm (through July 2006); or browse sections:

· Politics and Policy 

· Washington Wire 

· Battleground (Zogby) Poll

c. Other national media “Elections” sites; e.g., MSNBC
d. Local newspapers; i.e. in the geographic area of a particular campaign; use LexisNexis Academic, America’s Newspapers (esp. good for Ohio papers), and Newspaper Source.

e. Video clips of ads for particular campaigns

· Washington Post Ads Database
· National Journal’s Ad Spotlight
8. Other sources of information

In addition to the links on the Library’s Elections 2006 site and the materials on ERes for this class, consider:

· For an archive of public opinion polls, see the New York Times’  Poll Watch
· For a map of the Congressional District, with the names of major cities
, go to http://nationalatlas.gov/
· For historical voting statistics for your state, Statistics of the presidential and congressional election of [anything between 1920-2004]
· To search back in time, use Goggle News Advanced News Search 

· To keep abreast of new news, create a GMail account and then use GMail’s Google Alerts to have breaking news sent to your account.

· For contemporaneous insight and analysis (and useful links to news articles, etc.), see:

· The Cook Political Report 

· The Rothenberg Political Report  

· Larry J. Sabato’s Crystal Ball 

· Follow the money (but don’t be blinded by it). 

· Start with the Federal Election Commission.

· See also

· Campaign Money
· Open Secrets
· Political Money
· Consider anecdotal information that you might gather by, for example, scanning the letters to the editor in local newspapers, contacting local reporters whose by-lines are on interesting stories, etc.

· Invite (but consider critically) biased information that comes from partisans (candidates, political party organizations, political interest groups and other advocates, including bloggers). If candidates’ Web sites offer to send news updates to your email address, subscribe. These sources also will inform you of issues, as they see them, positions, the image (and slogans) the candidates’ are projecting, etc.  

· For serious treatment of forecasting issues, see the Wharton School’s Political Forecasting.

· To see another way of predicting electoral outcomes (and another way to speculate financially), see the “real-money futures markets where contract payoffs will be determined by the votes cast in the 2006 U.S. Congressional Elections” at IEM (Iowa Electronic Markets). 

· For academic research on factors that affect congressional elections, see:

· Edward R. Tufte, “Determinants of the Outcomes of Midterm Congressional Elections,” American Political Science Review, Vol. LXIX, No. 3, 1975.

· John G. Peters and Susan Welch, “The Effects of Charges of Corruption on Voting Behavior in Congressional Elections,” American Political Science Review 1980 

· Richard Logan Fox, Gender Dynamics in Congressional Elections  [Main Library HQ1236.5.U6 F7 1997]

· Campbell, James E. The Presidential Pulse of Congressional Elections [on Reserve for this class]

· Through JSTOR:

· Incumbency and Short-Term Influences on Voters John R. Petrocik; Scott W. Desposato Political Research Quarterly, Vol. 57, No. 3. (Sep., 2004), pp. 363-373. 

· Policy Balancing and Preferences for Party Control of Government Thomas M. Carsey; Geoffrey C. Layman Political Research Quarterly, Vol. 57, No. 4. (Dec., 2004), pp. 541-550. 

· Does State Political Ideology Change over Time? Paul Brace; Kevin Arceneaux; Martin Johnson; Stacy G. Ulbig Political Research Quarterly, Vol. 57, No. 4. (Dec., 2004), pp. 529-540

· War Casualties, Policy Positions, and the Fate of Legislators Scott Sigmund Gartner; Gary M. Segura; Bethany A. Barratt Political Research Quarterly, Vol. 57, No. 3. (Sep., 2004), pp. 467-477. 

· Women, War, and Winning Elections: Gender Stereotyping in the Post-September 11th Era Jennifer L. Lawless Political Research Quarterly, Vol. 57, No. 3. (Sep., 2004), pp. 479-490. 

Political Campaign Advertising Dynamics Jim Granato; M. C. Sunny Wong Political Research Quarterly, Vol. 57, No. 3. (Sep., 2004), pp. 349-361. 

The Puzzle of Midterm Loss Robert S. Erikson The Journal of Politics, Vol. 50, No. 4. (Nov., 1988), pp. 1011-1029. 

Predicting the Presidential Presence: Explaining Presidential Midterm Elections Campaign Behavior Matthew Hoddie; Stephen R. Routh Political Research Quarterly, Vol. 57, No. 2. (Jun., 2004), pp. 257-265. 

Agenda Setting in Congressional Elections: The Impact of Issues and Campaigns on Voting Behavior Owen G. Abbe; Jay Goodliffe; Paul S. Herrnson; Kelly D. Patterson Political Research Quarterly, Vol. 56, No. 4. (Dec., 2003), pp. 419-430. 

Causal Attribution and Economic Voting in American Congressional Elections Brad T. Gomez; J. Matthew Wilson Political Research Quarterly, Vol. 56, No. 3. (Sep., 2003), pp. 271-282. 

The President’s Party in Midterm Elections: Going from Bad to Worse Alan I. Abramowitz; Albert D. Cover; Helmut Norpoth American Journal of Political Science, Vol. 30, No. 3. (Aug., 1986), pp. 562-576. 

The Presidential Surge and its Midterm Decline in Congressional Elections, 1868-1988 (in Research Notes) James E. Campbell The Journal of Politics, Vol. 53, No. 2. (May, 1991), pp. 477-487. 

The Presidential Pulse and the 1994 Midterm Congressional Election James E. Campbell The Journal of Politics, Vol. 59, No. 3. (Aug., 1997), pp. 830-857. 

Does the Economy Matter in Midterm Elections? Gary C. Jacobson American Journal of Political Science, Vol. 34, No. 2. (May, 1990), pp. 400-404. 

Electoral Surprise and the Midterm Loss in US Congressional Elections Kenneth Scheve; Michael Tomz British Journal of Political Science, Vol. 29, No. 3. (Jul., 1999), pp. 507-521. 

�	 There is no definitive guide or road map that can be followed mindlessly, leading to a perfect prediction or a definitive explanation. Rather, there are “guidelines”: things to think about as you proceed.


�	 We wish to acknowledge the contributions made by Evelyn Levine, Hannah Neprash, and Jonathan Bruno.





�	 Relying on the wisdom of E. E. Schattschneider (“He who defines the issue runs the country.”), candidates try to influence the terms voters use to evaluate candidates: “Are they strong? Uncaring? A flip-flopper? After the election, in advance of the making of public policy (and the next election), such efforts are called “agenda-shaping” (e.g., when Bush moved top terror suspects to Guantanamo and put in Congress’s court the ball of how they should be tried, the President was trying to shape the agenda (for Congress and the voters) by shifting attention away from events in Iraq and towards things like holding terrorists accountable,  revenge, justice, the broader war on terror.





�	 “There is a line among the fragments of the Greek poet Archilochus which says: 'The fox knows many things, but the hedgehog knows one big thing'.” See Isaiah Berlin, The Hedgehog and the Fox.


�	 With city names you can find local newspapers.





