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The Plan

Model Validation: Out-of-sample tests

Prob(Incumbent Defeat): High Mean, No Trend

Intermediate Variables: Massive Change

How No Change Leads to Massive Change
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Evaluating the Health of American Legislative Democracy

● Controversial Indicators of Democracy (important otherwise)

● Ideological polarization:

Now: Too much! 1950s: Too little!

● Partisan alignment:

Now: too much! 1980s: too little!

● Incumbency advantage:

1980s: too much! Now: shh!

● Vanishing marginals:

1970s: too much! 1980s: nope!

● Gerrymandering:

200+ years: too much! SCOTUS: it’s ok

● Uncontroversial Indicator: Electoral Accountability

● Definition: meaningful threat of electoral defeat
● Quantity of interest:

Pr(Defeat𝑡 ∣winner𝑡−1 runs at 𝑡)

● Who chooses decisive issues? Voters, not researchers
● Prior estimates: rare, none at scale

● We find

● Prob(Defeat) high & constant over > 2/3rds century
● This part of American democracy actually seems to work

● But Wait! Why then do the indicators change so much?

● E.g., Incumbency Advantage ∈ [2, 10] percentage points?
● Prior research: central tendency;

Ours: full distribution

● Different combos of {Polarization, Partisanship, IncAd,
Marginals, Gerrymandering bias}↝ the same Prob(Defeat)
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A Generative Model for District-Level Elections

● Data: 14,710 Congressional district elections, 1954–2020
● 𝑣𝑖𝑡 : Dem vote proportion
● 𝑋𝑖𝑡 : lag(vote), Inc party, Inc status, uncontestedness, South

𝑣𝑖𝑡 ∼ N (𝜇𝑖𝑡 , 𝜎2)ALT(𝜇𝑖𝑡 , 𝜎2, 𝜈𝑡)RegressionGelman-King’s JudgeItLogisTiCC

𝜇𝑖𝑡 = 𝑋𝑖𝑡𝛽𝑡 + 𝛾𝑖 + 𝜂𝑡

● District Uniqueness: 𝛾𝑖 ∼ N (0, 𝜎2𝛾 )
● National Swing: 𝜂𝑡 ∼ N (0, 𝜎2𝜂 )
● Coeff. Stability: 𝛽𝑡 ∼ N ( ̄𝛽 , 𝜎2𝛽)↝Midterm penalty, Early exits

● Surprises (nonlinear, nonnormal): ln[𝑣𝑖𝑡/(1 − 𝑣𝑖𝑡)] ∼ 𝑡(𝜇𝑖𝑡 , 𝜎 , 𝜈𝑡)
● Ablation studies: every component essential
● Extensions: uncontested outcomes; > 2 parties
● Computation: extensive but easy; ElectIt Software
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95% CI Coverage:

Median House Seat Expected Vote
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Pr(Defeat𝑡 ∣winner𝑡−1 runs at 𝑡): High Mean, No Trend
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Prob(Defeat) for Individual Incumbents

Mean: High
Trends: None
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Massive Political Change [With Prob(Defeat) constant?]
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The Plan

Model Validation: Out-of-sample tests

Prob(Incumbent Defeat): High Mean, No Trend

Intermediate Variables: Massive Change

How No Change Leads to Massive Change
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More than Central Tendency: Variation Matters
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“Adding” it up
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● Different combos of {Polarization, Partisanship, IncAd,

Marginals, Gerrymandering bias}↝ the same Prob(Defeat)
● (This part of) American democracy actually seems to work
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