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Senators at Home: Local Attentiveness and Policy Representation
in Congress
JACLYN KASLOVSKY Rice University, United States

Is local attention a substitute for policy representation? Fenno (1978) famously described how
legislators develop personal ties with their constituents through periodic visits to their districts and
carefully crafted communications. Existing work suggests that such interactions insulate incumbents

electorally, creating less need to represent constituents’ policy preferences. Surprisingly, this important
argument has never been tested systematically. In this paper, I use data on senator travel and staffing
behavior along with survey data from the 2011–2018 Cooperative Congressional Election Study to
investigate this claim. In addition to showing that areas with important campaign donors are significantly
more likely to receive resources, I find that local visits may decrease approval among ideologically
opposed constituents. Furthermore, I find inconsistent evidence regarding the effectiveness of local staff.
These results suggest that local attention does not always cultivate goodwill in the district. Under polarized
politics, home style does not effectively substitute for policy representation.

I n October 2018, Republican Senator Ben Sasse of
Nebraska lamented the difficulty of communicat-
ing with his constituents: “You got to talk to Neb-

raskans however you can get to them. I live in
Nebraska, but that’s on weekends. And so in D.C.,
Monday to Friday, I fly off to my day job. And Nebras-
ka’s a small place, but it’s still 1.9 million people across
93 counties and a couple of time zones, 450miles east to
west.”1 Representing 1.9 million people across
450 miles clearly presents its difficulties for communi-
cating with constituents. No matter the size of the
constituency, all legislators are forced tomake strategic
decisions about where to visit and therefore which
constituents to listen to. These decisions encapsulate
the difficulties of geographic representation; legislators
have limited amounts of time, staff, and roll-call votes
to distribute across their constituencies in the hopes of
achieving reelection.
In Home Style, Fenno (1978) famously described

how legislators strategically allocate these resources
to develop personal ties with their constituents through
periodic visits to their districts and carefully crafted
communications. Ever since, congressional scholars
have argued that legislators use their resources in the
district to gain voting leeway in Washington (Fiorina
and Rohde 1991; Grimmer 2013). In this prevailing
theory, district activities cultivate enough goodwill to
insulate incumbents electorally, creating less need to
represent constituents’ policy preferences. The result-
ing conclusion is that legislators can substitute district
activities for policy representation, decreasing the
accountability of legislators to their constituents.

However, this theory has never been tested systemat-
ically due to a dearth of data on local resource alloca-
tion patterns. Furthermore, it no longer seems to fit
with recent media coverage of district activities, which
often portray local events as tense confrontations over
policy disagreements rather than positive interactions
that build trust.2

In this paper, I use newly collected data on senator
travel and staffing behavior along with survey data
from the 2011–2018 Cooperative Congressional Elec-
tion Study (CCES) to provide insight into senatorial
home style and reevaluate this conventional wisdom.
While previous studies have analyzed more general
patterns in district focus, I analyze travel and staffing
patterns at the county and metropolitan statistical area
level to provide the most extensive investigation to
date. The results suggest that areas with large popula-
tions and important campaign donors are significantly
more likely to be allocated visits and staff, indicating
that constituents in these areas are receiving outsize
access to their legislators. Understanding these inequal-
ities in contact is critical to understanding the legisla-
tor–constituent relationship, as place-based identities
shape how people relate to their representatives
(Cramer 2016) and differential exposure biases how
representatives perceive their district’s policy prefer-
ences (Broockman and Skovron 2018).

Although the traditional congressional literature
would suggest that senators are making these decisions
to gain voting leeway in Washington, I show that such
activities are not reliable substitutes for roll-call votes.
Instead, analyses reveal that local visits may actually
decrease approval among ideologically opposed con-
stituents. Further, I find inconsistent results regarding
the effectiveness of local staff. These findings provide
little evidence for the folk wisdom that senators can use
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1
“In ‘Them,’ Sen. Ben Sasse Says Politics Are Not What’s Dividing

Americans.” NPR, October 15, 2018. https://www.npr.
org/2018/10/15/657588629/in-them-sen-ben-sasse-says-politics-are-
not-what-s-dividing-americans.

2 See Heather Caygle. 2018. “Lawmakers Ditch Town Halls: ‘They
Want to Avoid Those Gotcha Moments.”’ POLITICO, August
21, 2018. https://www.politico.com/story/2018/08/21/congress-town-
halls-gotcha-public-meetings-789430.

645

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
03

05
54

21
00

10
88

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055421001088
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4491-2891
mailto:jk83@rice.edu
https://www.npr.org/2018/10/15/657588629/in-them-sen-ben-sasse-says-politics-are-not-what-s-dividing-americans
https://www.npr.org/2018/10/15/657588629/in-them-sen-ben-sasse-says-politics-are-not-what-s-dividing-americans
https://www.npr.org/2018/10/15/657588629/in-them-sen-ben-sasse-says-politics-are-not-what-s-dividing-americans
https://www.politico.com/story/2018/08/21/congress-town-halls-gotcha-public-meetings-789430
https://www.politico.com/story/2018/08/21/congress-town-halls-gotcha-public-meetings-789430
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055421001088


local activities as a cure for ideological disagreement.
Instead, the two dimensions of representation appear
to work in a complementary fashion to compound
public polarization over legislators.
These results have three important implications for

the literature on representation. First, they suggest that
constituents in areas with large populations and cam-
paign donations have a greater ability to build relation-
ships with their legislators. These inequalities in who
gets access to their legislator’s time and staff may
translate to inequalities in policy representation, as
legislators who consistently interact with certain kinds
of constituents over others are likely better able to
understand and remember their views. Second, they
suggest that traditional theories of legislators in the
district need to be reevaluated for the current political
environment. The result that district attention may
actually decrease approval among ideologically
opposed constituents challenges the folk wisdom that
spending time among the other side can bridge the
ideological divide. Members of Congress are more
polarized than ever before, potentially leading constitu-
ents to perceive higher stakes to policy agreement.
Finally, and more positively, local visits do appear to
make constituents more aware of their senator’s posi-
tions. As a result, local activities serve the important
purpose of reinforcing issue accountability.

LOCAL ATTENTIVENESS AND POLICY
REPRESENTATION

In 1977, Fenno wrote that political scientists should
focus on studying representatives in the district where
“their perceptions of their constituencies are shaped,
sharpened, or altered” (Fenno 1977, 883). Understand-
ing howmembers perceive their constituency is the key
to understanding member behavior, as the main goal of
a legislator is to get reelected (889). After following
18 congressmen over a period of seven years, Fenno
came to the conclusion that members strategically cul-
tivate a unique style in the district depending on con-
stituent preferences. Specifically, a legislator’s home
style is composed of how they present themselves to
constituents, the allocation of resources between
Washington and the district, and explanations of
Washington activities (Fenno 1978).
In this paper, I focus on two particularly critical

aspects of home style: the allocation of time and staff
to the district (Fenno 1977, 891). Both of these
resources are important distributive tools that reflect
members’ priorities and goals (Parker 1986). Although
spending time at home takes legislators away from
significant Washington activities, such as bargaining
with colleagues and drafting legislation, it also allows
them to be in the physical presence of constituents.
Doing so provides opportunities to cultivate personal
relationships and sends the signal that legislators value
such interactions. As a result, time in the district is often
thought to generate trust and open lines of communi-
cation, thereby increasing perceptions of responsive-
ness and approval (Fenno 1978). Furthermore, time in

the constituency provides important opportunities to
position take, advertise, and credit claim (Mayhew
1974).

Locating staff in the district is similarly important,
because, as Salisbury and Shepsle (1981) argue, “the
core of any congressional enterprise is the personal
staff of the member” (561). The allocation of staff to
state offices reduces legislators’ ability to pursue legis-
lative accomplishments because Washington-based
staff are generally dedicated to legislative matters and
help legislators write, recruit support for, and navigate
legislation through Congress (Montgomery and Nyhan
2017; Schiff and Smith 1983). However, doing so also
increases the legislator’s ability to connect with con-
stituents, as state-based staff are more accessible and
involved in the community. Thus, legislators who allo-
cate more staff to local offices likely have less capacity
to pursue legislative accomplishments but more to
pursue constituency services. These decisions have
been shown to influence constituent perceptions;
Parker and Goodman (2013) find that senators who
spend more on staff and have more state offices are
significantly more likely to be viewed as “constituent
servants.”

Despite their importance, relatively little is known
about how a legislator’s time and staff are allocated
throughout the district. Recent research by Walsh
(2012, 517) demonstrates the importance of geographic
place and “where that place stands in relation to others
in terms of power and resource allocation” in the
formation of political preferences. Focusing on the
allocation of government economic resources, Walsh
(2012) finds that rural residents favor more limited
government due to perceptions of relative deprivation.
Although very different, a legislator’s time and staff are
also important resources that are often not distributed
equally across the geographic constituency. While the
question of how legislators decide to allocate their
resources has been discussed qualitatively, such as in
Fenno (1998), to my knowledge there has been no
empirical analysis of where senators spend their time
or locate their local offices. This question is critical to
understanding the current state of representation,
because it shapes who gets access to their legislators
and subsequently how those legislators understand
their district.

Legislators may decide to allocate their resources
based on a variety of factors. First, they may allocate
their time and staff based on population so that they
maximize the number of people they reach. Second,
senators may consider the location of campaign donors
given the high amount of pressure on members to raise
funds.3 Finally, senators may allocate their time and
staff based on electoral competitiveness in an attempt
to court swing voters and keep existing supporters
happy (Schiller 2002). Although these hypotheses are

3 Grim, Ryan, and Sabrina Siddiqui. “Call Time for Congress Shows
How Fundraising Dominates Bleak Work Life.” HuffPost, January
8, 2013. https://www.huffpost.com/entry/call-time-congressional-fun
draising_n_2427291.
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basic theories of one of themost fundamental aspects of
representational behavior, they remain untested
because there is little systematic data on which subcon-
stituencies are getting selected to receive local
resources. Existing studies almost exclusively usemeas-
ures of the aggregate allocation of resources, such as
staffing and visits at the statewide or districtwide level
(Lazarus and Steigerwalt 2018; Lee and Oppenheimer
1999; Parker 1986), to investigate legislator behavior.
As a result, scholars have been unable to determine
where these resources are located within a district and
their effects on policy representation.
Classic works such as Fiorina (1977b) suggest pes-

simism about the relationship, arguing that members
use ever-increasing staff to distract constituents from
what is truly going on inWashington. If legislators focus
on credit claiming, constituents may not notice or care
that they aren’t being substantively represented. Simi-
larly, Grimmer (2013) demonstrates that legislators
from politically heterogeneous districts emphasize
appropriations in their communications with constitu-
ents as opposed to policy positions. This strategy down-
plays policy disagreement and highlights the local
activities of legislators, which can appeal to constituents
across the ideological spectrum. As a result, “represen-
tatives may be able to use their home styles to generate
leeway for their out-of-step views and decrease the
information about roll-call votes in Washington”
(Grimmer 2013, 16).
District activities can also substitute for policy rep-

resentation by providing the legislator with a vehicle for
cultivating trust among constituents. In contrast to the
idea of legislators distracting constituents with local
benefits, cultivating trust requires the legislator to
explain their behavior in Washington (Fenno 1978).
These explanations include defenses of policy positions
and often involve “running for Congress by running
against Congress” (Fenno 1978; Lipinski, Bianco, and
Work 2003). Lipinski, Bianco, and Work (2003) find
that these distancing explanations can have positive
electoral consequences for members of the House with
disaffected voters. Similarly, Grose, Malhotra, and
Parks Van Houweling (2015) show that, while senators
do not hide their votes on key roll calls from constitu-
ents with whom they disagree, they do “tailor aspects of
their messages to the views of the person” they are
attempting to convince (725). The authors go on to
show that these tailored explanations are effective at
increasing support for the incumbent, suggesting that a
legislator who spends more time convincing constitu-
ents to trust them should gain more voting leeway in
Washington.
However, although legislators may be able to build

trust through carefully crafted communications, spend-
ing time on the ground is a very different sort of
interaction for which we have little empirical data.
For example, face-to-face interactions do not allow
legislators to take their time and tailor the perfect
response. Instead, district events, such as town halls,
are uncontrolled environments that require legislators
to think of responses to pointed questions on the fly.
Furthermore, in contrast to the control legislators have

over the topics of press releases and other constituent
communications, they do not get to pick which issues
constituents bring up in discussion. It is difficult to opt
out of an exchange, forcing legislators to address issues
they may otherwise choose to brush under the rug.

Additionally, there are reasons to believe that a
senator’s time and staff are particularly ill-suited to
work as substitutes for policy representation in today’s
political environment. Congress is currently more
polarized than ever before, and affective polarization
is at an all-time high (Iyengar and Westwood 2015;
McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal 2016). While appropri-
ations normally fund public goods that benefit all con-
stituents in an area, a senator’s time and staff can be
used in more targeted ways that may serve to alienate
constituents who do not feel that their priorities are
being represented. Similarly, research has shown that
constituents are significantly more likely to reach out to
copartisan representatives for help, limiting the benefit
of local staff for out-party constituents (Broockman
and Ryan 2016). As a result, while expanded constitu-
ency service opportunities may have been behind the
rising incumbency advantage of the 1960s (Fiorina
1977a), increasingly polarized and nationalized politics
has made for a very different contemporary electoral
environment (Jacobson 2015). District activities may
no longer serve as effective substitutes for policy rep-
resentation, but instead work in a complementary fash-
ion to build support among followers and dampen
support among the opposed.

With this in mind, I propose an alternative theory in
which cultivating a local presence has polarizing con-
sequences for constituents. When a legislator spends
more time at home or allocates more staff to an area,
they increase the salience of their record, including
their policy positions. For example, it has been shown
that constituents who participate in e-townhalls with
their representative are more likely to become
informed about the topic of discussion (Esterling,
Neblo, and Lazer 2011). Local activities can invite
greater scrutiny of a senator’s voting behavior or poten-
tial behavior due to higher constituent exposure, leav-
ing the senator more popular among constituents who
agree with the senator’s positions and less popular
among those who don’t. This suggests that local activ-
ities give senators’ less leeway to vote how they want in
Washington. Consequently, district activities may actu-
ally strengthen issue accountability between legislators
and their constituents by making constituents more
aware of their senator’s behavior in Washington.

In this vein, numerous studies suggest that district
activities and policy representation should actually
work as complements. Ansolabehere and Snyder
(2000), Groseclose (2001), and Stone and Simas
(2010) all demonstrate that candidates with valence
advantages will locate in the middle of the ideological
spectrum. The combination of a valence advantage,
such as perceptions of competence, and the ideological
advantage from locating at the median voter work
together to ensure that the incumbent will beat the
challenger. If this is true, senators should use district
activities, which can generate such perceptions (Fiorina
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andRohde 1991), and policy representation together in
a complementary fashion. Discovering whether these
two dimensions of representation work as comple-
ments or substitutes is an important question, as it
speaks to questions of accountability and representa-
tional quality. As explained by Stone and Simas (2010),
“if a valence advantage by one candidate over the other
creates the opportunity and incentive to shirk, the two
dimensions of representation work at cross purposes.
On the other hand, if constituents’ interests in nonpo-
licy and policy concerns reinforce the quality of repre-
sentation on both dimensions, there is cause for
optimism about the electoral process” (371).
Serra and Moon (1994) come the closest to an ideal

study by working with a congressional office to get the
actual names of constituents who benefited from case-
work. They then compare the ideology of these con-
stituents with the incumbent and predict voting
outcomes, finding that constituents do not consider
casework to be a substitute for policy representation.
While suggestive, further analysis is required in order
to extrapolate beyond a single congressional district. In
the following sections, I analyze senator behavior at the
county and metropolitan statistical area level, allowing
for the first comprehensive observational test of the
relationship between home style and policy represen-
tation.

HOME STYLE IN THE SENATE

This paper focuses on the Senate because there is very
little known about senator resource allocation, and the
size of the districts, which are entireU.S. states, provide
important leverage over the question of how legislators
decide to allocate their resources across their constitu-
encies. However, studies of representation and
resource allocation have largely focused on the House.
TheHouse, which is the larger of the two congressional
bodies, provides the opportunity to study many mem-
bers who are in charge of representing relatively small
and homogeneous congressional districts. Numerous
studies including Fiorina and Rohde (1991), Adler,
Gent, and Overmeyer (1998), Ansolabehere, Snyder,
and Stewart (2000), and Tucker (2020) have provided
insight into how members of the House cultivate local
reputations and the subsequent electoral repercus-
sions. In contrast, the Senate has received substantially
less attention. Designed to be less parochial, the Senate
is often thought of as being above the local politics that
home style requires. As explained in Federalist 62, the
upper chamber was created to avoid “the impulse of
sudden and violent passions,” and therefore be more
distant from the general public (Madison, Hamilton,
and Jay 2009). While the Senate has now been directly
elected for over a century, it still has a culture of
independence and six year terms intended to insulate
members from constant electoral pressure. As a result,
it has been questioned whether the canonical theories
of home style can be applied to the Senate, or whether
senators cultivate home styles at all.

Fenno (1981; 1998) and others argue that senators do
in fact cultivate home styles, with some important
differences from House members. For example, it has
been shown that senators have different home styles
and campaign styles thanks to longer six year terms
(Fenno 1981), that senators are less dependent on
spending time in the district thanks to frequent media
attention from large outlets (Fenno 1981; Sinclair
1990), and that state size is an important source of
heterogeneity in senatorial home style (Lee and
Oppenheimer 1999). While these factors remain con-
stant, Parker (1986) reports that changes in travel
subsidization and legislative scheduling led to signifi-
cant increases in attentiveness between 1958 and 1980,
suggesting that disparities in attentiveness may change
over time with the rules and norms of the legislature.

Unfortunately, the study of how these local behav-
iors have carried over into the twenty-first century has
been limited due to data availability. Members of
Congress do not make their calendars public, leading
most studies to measure how legislators allocate their
time via the amount of money spent on travel or the
total number of days spent at home (Bond 1985;
Lazarus and Steigerwalt 2018; Parker 1986; Parker
and Goodman 2013). Although this measure captures
how a legislator prioritizes travel in comparison with
other activities, it does not provide information on
where legislators actually go. Measuring constituency
service has also proven difficult. It is almost impossible
to get accurate measures of casework over time, as
congressional offices have incentives to keep constitu-
ent information private and overestimate how many
constituents they’ve helped (Cain, Ferejohn, and Fior-
ina 1987).4 In order to get around this issue, studies
often rely on survey questions in which respondents are
asked to recall interactions with their representatives.

While such measures have made important headway
in analyzing how the home style of senators influences
constituent impressions, little is known about the local
nature of these decisions and their subsequent effects
on representation. Furthermore, beyond the intralegi-
slature changes analyzed by Parker (1986), improve-
ments in transportation and a shifting media
environment may have also changed the calculus of
resource allocation. Accordingly, further analysis is
required to determine whether modern day senators
cultivate home styles similarly to those of the past and
the consequences for their behavior in Washington.

DATA ON LOCAL ATTENTIVENESS

I investigate two dimensions of local attentiveness.
First, I analyze the amount of time a senator spends
among constituents, measured by local visits. Second, I
explore the allocation of congressional staff, measured
by the percentage of staff placed in local offices. In this

4 Lowande, Ritchie, and Lauterbach (2018) is an important excep-
tion.
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section, I detail the data collection process and sum-
marize these measures.5

Local Visits In order to capture how legislators spend
their time at home among constituents, I collected
senator travel data from Reports of the Secretary of
the Senate from April 1, 2011 to December 31, 2018
(the 112th–115th Congresses) with the help of code
made public by the Sunlight Foundation (Fenton
2014).6 These reports are released online biennially
and have been publicly available on the U.S. Senate
website since 2011.
Reports of the Secretary of the Senate provide

in-depth records of how senators use their Senators’
Official Personnel andOffice ExpenseAccounts, which
are calculated based on state population and distance
fromWashington DC.7 The average senator gets about
$3.7 million and can use this money as they wish to pay
for official expenses, which are labeled by category in
the reports.8 In order to determine where senators are
actually spending their time interacting with constitu-
ents, I collect all items labeled as being part of a
senator’s “per diem.”9 The “[p]er diem is the allowance
for lodging (excluding taxes), meals and incidental
expenses,” (U.S. General Services Administation
2020) leading it to capture where senators are eating,
drinking, and sleepingwhen they are traveling the state.
Using these data, I collect each time a senator uses

his or her per diem and match the listed places to the
appropriate county.10 I analyze visits to counties
because it is themost localized level possible that allows
me to connect the data to the appropriate survey
responses. Further, Fenno (1977) often recounts mem-
bers discussing their districts in terms of groups of
counties, suggesting their importance to the conceptual
grouping of constituencies. However, an event in a
major city may also affect the constituents living in
surrounding counties. As a result, I therefore also
perform all analyses at the metropolitan statistical area
(MSA) level. MSAs are groups of counties with a core

area that are economically and socially connected.
Specifically, each MSA must have at least one urban
area of 50,000 or more people, leading this measure to
account for a more limited number of places but ones
that are connected to population centers likely to be
often visited by senators.11 Additionally, although
counties can vary greatly in size, MSAs are more
comparable across states. I use the number of visits to
each place in a county or MSA as a measure of con-
stituent exposure, as opposed to the length of a trip,
because the per diem receipts often only list the start
and end dates of the entire trip.

In a given year, the average county gets a combined
1.5 visits from both senators. Further, 53% of the
population lives in a county that gets visited. Figure 1
displays visits to counties over the entire period of the
data. The variable is logged to account for the right-
skewed nature of the data. Clearly, there are some
counties that are getting dramatically more interactions
with their legislators than others. For example, visits
are relatively evenly distributed across the counties in
Wyoming, but there is a much larger amount of vari-
ation in other states such as California and Texas. This
suggests both differences between states and within
states, leading to varying abilities of constituents in
these areas to interact with their legislators.

These data provide the opportunity for a highly
localized analysis of senator travel patterns. To illus-
trate this, Figure 2 displays the travel patterns of two
senators fromWisconsin: Senator Tammy Baldwin (D-
WI) and Senator Ron Johnson (R-WI).

The clearest pattern is that both senators travel to
where they live. Senator Baldwin lives in Madison, and
Senator Johnson lives in Oshkosh. Second, Senator
Baldwin almost never travels to western Wisconsin,
which is a Republican stronghold. However, she did
do so in 2017, the year before effectively flipping many
rural areas toward her favor in the 2018 election.
Senator Johnson can also be seen traveling to the
northern Democratic areas of Wisconsin in the year
of his election. Finally, both senators make a significant
number of trips to the Milwaukee area, which contains
the largest city in the state and went for Hillary Clinton
in the 2016 presidential election. These patterns suggest
that the senators take different approaches to traveling
their home state, although not ones that can be com-
pletely explained by partisanship.

While this dataset provides important insights into
senator travel patterns, it also has some drawbacks.
Most importantly, there is missingness in the data.
Some senators do not list any per diems in certain years,
leading there to be around 20 to 30 senators with no per
diems listed for a given year of the data. While it is
possible that these senators are simply not traveling
around their state, in which case these observations
would be true zeros, this is likely not always the case.
This missingness would cause problems for making
inferences if it is correlated with the outcome of

5 See Kaslovsky (2021) for replication data.
6 Additional cleaning was done with a professional programmer’s
assistance.
7 See Brudnick (2018, 7) for more.
8 This money may not be used for any campaign or personal
expenses.
9 These reports also include receipts labeled as “Senator’s
Transportation.” Although this category can be used to calculate
total trips home, it is a noisy measure of where senators spend time
among constituents. For example, many transportation receipts men-
tion airfare, leading them to largely capture airports and major
transportation hubs. Because per diems and transportation receipts
are often listed together, per diems can be viewed as a subset of
transportation receipts that are more likely to capture constituent
interaction.
10 Specifically, Imatch receipts to a list of places from the 2010 census.
Locations that have duplicate names throughout the state are
dropped. Because the reports only list the name of the location, it
is impossible to know which place they are traveling to. There are
only 318 places that get dropped as a result. I also include county
subdivisions that have distinct names. If a place and a county sub-
division have the same name, I match to the place. Unincorporated
places and communities are matched to counties by hand when
possible.

11 The 2010 census included 366 MSAs, accounting for over 258 mil-
lion people.
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interest. I investigate whether the causes of missingness
are observable by both analyzing the data and speaking
to actual staffers and one senator. I then use numerous
strategies to address this issue.
First, I run a model using time-varying senator char-

acteristics to predict whether or not a senator reports
any per diems in a given year. The results can be seen in
Table A.1, and they suggest that committee chairs and
more senior members are significantly more likely to
report per diems. Congressional leaders may feel the
need to set an example for the party or have more
reliable staff. Additionally, senators are less likely to
report per diems when they are running for reelection.
This is unsurprising, given that senators are not allowed
to use their official allowances for campaigning. As a
result, in the following analyses I control for chairman-
ship, seniority, and whether or not the senator is run-
ning for reelection. The third variable predicting
missingness is state size. Senators from small states
are significantly less likely to report per diems than
senators from large states. To address this concern I
include senator fixed effects, which hold such time-
invariant factors constant in the analyses. Finally, I
replicate the analyses using transportation receipts
instead of per diems. Although these receipts are more
noisy than per diems because they mostly report places
with airports, they also suffer from less missingness.

Local Offices I collected data onwhere senators choose
to locate their local offices and how many staffers they
dedicate to them using the Senate Telephone Direc-
tory12 for the period of 2011 to 2018 (the 112th–115th
Congresses). Although each senator is authorized
office space in federal buildings, such office space is

not always available (Brudnick 2018). Furthermore,
there is no restriction on the number of offices that
they may have or input on how they should divide their
staff.

Once again, these data allow for a uniquely detailed
analysis. In a given year, 7% of counties have an office,
containing about 43% of the population. The average
county with an office gets allocated 7.3% of a senator’s
total staff. Figure 3 displays the location of all local
offices included in the sample, with shaded counties
representing locations with at least one office.13 Con-
tinuing the example fromFigure 2, Figure 4 displays the
location of state offices for Tammy Baldwin and Ron
Johnson over the entire period of the data. Although
some of the locations overlap (such as Dane County,
which contains the capital city), the allocation of
resources to these areas vary.

In the following sections, I first use these measures as
dependent variables in an analysis to determine how
senators decide where to allocate their resources across
the constituency. Second, I use them as independent
variables to assess whether or not such resources can be
successfully used as tools to gain legislators voting
leeway in Washington. Taken together, these analyses
provide new insights into both the distribution of
resources and the subsequent consequences for the
legislator–constituent relationship.

THE GEOGRAPHIC ALLOCATION OF
RESOURCES

All senators need to decide how to distribute their
resources across the constituency. Although this

FIGURE 1. Senator Trips to Counties

12 Retrieved from Hein Online. 13 Note that 1.4% of these offices do not list any staff.
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question has been discussed qualitatively, such as in
Fenno (1998), to my knowledge there has been no
empirical analysis of where senators spend their time
or locate their local offices.14 In order to answer this
question, I use the characteristics of a county andMSA
to predict the extent to which a Senator visits and staffs
an area.15 In doing so, I hope to provide descriptive
information about senator resource allocation patterns.
I include four categories of independent variables,
including electoral competitiveness, campaign dona-
tions, population size, and local demographics.

The first category of variables captures electoral
competitiveness, with all data on Senate elections com-
ing from Leip (2018).16 While all legislators seek to get
reelected (Mayhew 1974), it is unclear whether sen-
ators expendmore effort courting voters in competitive
areas or instead focus their resources on core constitu-
encies. Analyzing how presidents allocate federal dol-
lars across geographic constituencies, Kriner and
Reeves (2015) find that core counties located in core
and swing states received significantly more federal
funding than similar counties in opposition states.

FIGURE 2. An Example of Partisan Variation in Travel Patterns

14 For a recent analysis of House staffing patterns see McCrain
(2021).
15 Analyses of total allocation patterns are presented in Appendix
Section B.

16 These analyses do not include senators elected in off-year elections
or who resigned/filled a seat in the middle of the year. They also do
not include senators fromAlaska, as election results are not available
at the county level.
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In order to determine whether senators also behave in
this way, I create indicators for whether an area is a
“core” or “swing” area. Following their operationaliza-
tion, a county/MSA is counted as a core area if the
senator received at least 55%of the vote in the previous
election. An area is considered a swing area if the
senator received between 45% and 55% of the vote
in the previous election.17

The second category focuses on campaign contribu-
tions. The work of Kalla and Broockman (2016) sug-
gests that contributions facilitate access to legislators,
leading to the expectation that senators will place
greater resources in areas with a higher concentration
of donors. For example, in the 114th Congress Senator
Rob Portman (R-OH) visits both Beachwood and
Chagrin Falls, Ohio. Although both of these places
are small (less than 12,000 people as of the 2010 cen-
sus), they are donation powerhouses—both are listed
as top donation zip codes to Senator Portman in the
year of his election in 2016 (Open Secrets N.d.). In
order to empirically investigate the relationship
between donations and access to resources, I include
an indicator for whether individuals in the area con-
tributed greater than individuals in the average area
within the state to the senator’s party in the previous
presidential election.18 I focus on presidential elections
to capture the pool of possible donors in an area. These
data come from Bonica (2019).

The last category consists of population size. I expect
population to be a positive predictor of visits, as large
and urban areas often have greater political power than
small and rural areas due to the presence of media
outlets, business hubs, and potential voters. Finally, I
include percentage of white and median household

FIGURE 3. The Location of Staffers

FIGURE 4. An Example of Partisan Variation in
Staffing Patterns

17 While Kriner and Reeves (2015) mark a county to be “core” or
“swing” if they follow these patterns across numerous previous
elections, the shorter period of my analysis coupled with six-year
terms andmultimember districts leadme to focus on just the previous

election. I use alternativemeasures of “core” and “swing” accounting
for longer periods in Table C.1.
18 Results using an alternative measure of the total number of
campaign donations to the senator’s party divided by the total
population are presented in Table C.2 and are consistent with the
main results.
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income as additional controls, with census data col-
lected from the American Community Survey.19
These independent variables, which are further

described in Table 1,20 are then used to predict the
relevant dependent variable in Table 2. Because the
dependent variables of interest are heavily zero
inflated, I present three different regressions. Column
1 uses the binary version of the dependent variable,
where a one represents whether the area received any
resources. Column 2 uses the raw version of the
dependent variable, which is total resources allocated
to an area. Column 3 uses the logged version of the
dependent variable (plus one) in order to account for
the skewed nature of the data. All models include year
and senator fixed effects, allowing me to analyze
within-senator changes in attentiveness while control-
ling for year-specific trends. As a result, tendencies
specific to certain senators, such as one’s hometown,
will be held fixed. In addition to the main variables of
interest, I also use data from Volden and Wiseman
(2020) and Stewart and Woon (2017) to control for
whether the senator is running for reelection, chamber
seniority, chairmanship, majority party status, and
whether the member is on a top committee. Finally, I
include indicators for whether the area contains the
capital city and has an airport with a direct flight from
DC.21 Standard errors are clustered on senator.
Table 2 displays the results. Columns 1 through 3 dis-

play the results for local visits, and columns 4 through
6 display the results for local staff. The top panel shows
the results for counties and the bottom panel forMSAs.
First, neither Core Area nor Swing Area is a significant
predictor of trips to counties. This aligns with what I
was told by the administrative director of a former
senator, who suggested that some senators try to visit
every county in the state in a given year. However, the

coefficient on Core Area is significant at the MSA
level. Specifically, going from an opposition area to a
core area is associated with one additional visit. There
is stronger evidence that senators are acting strategic-
ally in other ways. The coefficient on Above Avg.
Donations is positive and significant across all regres-
sions. This finding bolsters the work of Kalla and
Broockman (2016), as it appears that providing a high
amount of donations significantly increases an area’s
access to senators. The coefficient on Log Population
is also consistently positive and significant. The find-
ing that senators are going to highly populated areas
suggests that they are trying to reach the most people
possible. Finally, Median Household Income and Per-
cent White tend to be negative across specifications.22

The results for local staffing patterns tell a some-
what different story. Core Area is consistently a posi-
tive and significant predictor at both geographic
levels, indicating that senators place more staff in core
areas as opposed to opposition areas. Swing areas are
also significantly more likely to get staff than oppos-
ition areas, although the significance is more incon-
sistent and coefficients tend to be smaller. This result
suggests that staff is a more similar resource to federal
funding than time, as its allocation is more sensitive to
previous electoral performance. Similarly, Above
Avg. Donations to Party is also a positive and signifi-
cant predictor, once again indicating the outsize influ-
ence that donating provides to constituents. More
populated areas also have more access. According to
my conversations with staff, senators attempt to
spread out their state operations to try and reach as
many constituents as possible, although the location of
federal buildings also plays a role. Finally, the coeffi-
cients on Median Household Income and Percent
White are negative across specifications. Staffers tend

TABLE 1. Predictors of Senator Resource Allocation

Category Hypothesis Measures Source

Electoral
competitiveness

Senators will allocate more
staff and visits to
politically valuable areas

Indicators for whether an area is a
core or swing area based on
previous general election vote
share

Ashworth and Mesquita
(2006); Grimmer (2013);
Kriner and Reeves
(2015); Mayhew (1974)

Concentration of
campaign donors

Senators will allocate more
staff and visits to areas
that donate higher
amounts of money

Indicator for whether the area
contributed more than the state’s
average amount of donations to
the senator’s party in the previous
presidential election

Langbein (1986); Kalla and
Broockman (2016)

Population size Senators will allocate more
staff and visits to areas
where they can reach the
most people

Log of total population Ansolabehere, Gerber, and
Snyder (2002)

19 Accessed through Social Explorer.
20 This table is inspired by Table 1 in Hertel-Fernandez, Mildenber-
ger, and Stokes (2019).
21 Based on data from the Bureau of Transportation Statistics that
includes flights from Baltimore (BWI), Dulles (IAD), and Reagan
(DCA).

22 Analyses using transportation receipts instead of per diems are
reported in Table C.3. Results remain largely consistent, although
PercentWhite is more consistently significant and negative. Addition-
ally, Core Area is a positive and significant predictor of any visits at
the county level and logged visits at both levels.
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to be placed in areas with more low income and
nonwhite constituents.
Overall, senators allocate both of these resources to

follow people and money, suggesting that home style
may now be driven by the increased pressure to raise
funds. The average cost of winning a Senate seat in 2018
was $15.7 million, requiring senators to now participate
in the “constant campaign” they were meant to be
insulated from.23 Areas with important donors are
getting the most face time with senators and their staff,
suggesting a so-far unexplored consequence of increas-
ing levels of money in politics.

LOCALATTENTIVENESSAND IDEOLOGICAL
AGREEMENT

How do these patterns interact with the roll-call voting
behavior of senators? Traditional theories of home
style suggest that senators use district activities to gain
voting leeway in Washington (Fenno 1978; Grimmer
2013), decreasing the accountability of legislators to
their constituents. However, an increased presence at
home may increase the salience of a legislator’s policy
positions, therefore decreasing leeway and increasing
accountability. In order to adjudicate between these
competing theories, I test the hypothesis that constitu-
ents are more likely to approve of ideologically out-of-
step incumbents in areas that receive more attention.

This idea is inspired by Canes-Wrone, Brady, and
Cogan (2002), who show that roll-call decisions affect
the electoral fates of incumbents. They find that House
incumbents receive lower electoral margins the more
they vote with the extreme end of their party,

TABLE 2. The Relationship between Local Characteristics and Senator Resource Allocation

Any visits Total visits ln(visits þ 1) Any staff Pct. staff ln(pct. of staff þ 1)

Panel A: County

Core area 0.012 0.129 0.018 0.023** 0.389** 0.056**
(0.012) (0.180) (0.025) (0.008) (0.130) (0.019)

Swing area 0.004 0.075 0.010 0.021** 0.126 0.038**
(0.009) (0.134) (0.018) (0.008) (0.099) (0.016)

Above avg. donations to party 0.131** 1.223** 0.253** 0.151** 1.493** 0.329**
(0.016) (0.201) (0.029) (0.013) (0.160) (0.027)

Log population 0.065** 0.429** 0.099** 0.051** 0.398** 0.100**
(0.006) (0.086) (0.012) (0.007) (0.070) (0.015)

Median household income −0.010* −0.025 −0.011 −0.030** −0.293** −0.063**
(0.005) (0.053) (0.010) (0.003) (0.048) (0.008)

Percent white −0.038 −0.351 −0.067 −0.034 −1.122** −0.131**
(0.033) (0.396) (0.066) (0.023) (0.290) (0.052)

Senator-county fixed effects ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔
Year fixed effects ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔
Observations 49,133 49,133 49,133 48,959 48,959 48,959
Adjusted R2 0.335 0.188 0.386 0.363 0.371 0.419

Panel B: Metropolitan statistical area

Core area 0.013 1.060** 0.075 0.073** 0.999** 0.147**
(0.030) (0.465) (0.062) (0.027) (0.456) (0.061)

Swing area 0.013 −0.011 0.020 0.076** −0.071 0.102*
(0.026) (0.388) (0.048) (0.023) (0.449) (0.055)

Above avg. donations to party 0.064** 3.515** 0.364** 0.126** 3.362** 0.474**
(0.028) (0.786) (0.072) (0.040) (0.757) (0.088)

Log population 0.128** 1.721** 0.284** 0.184** 2.653** 0.482**
(0.013) (0.407) (0.033) (0.015) (0.279) (0.036)

Avg. median household income −0.036** −0.668** −0.088** −0.051** −0.420** −0.130**
(0.011) (0.209) (0.024) (0.012) (0.159) (0.024)

Percent white −0.025 1.273 0.111 −0.084 −1.432 −0.207
(0.109) (2.182) (0.261) (0.111) (1.438) (0.225)

Senator-MSA fixed effects ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔
Year fixed effects ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔
Observations 6,579 6,579 6,579 6,558 6,558 6,558
Adjusted R2 0.422 0.430 0.568 0.565 0.625 0.669

Note: Entries are linear regression coefficients with standard errors (clustered on senator) shown in parentheses. The dependent variables
are various transformations of the number of resources a senator allocates to an area. *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05 (two tailed tests).

23 Karl Evers-Hillstrom. 2019. “State of Money in Politics: The Price
of Victory is Steep.” Open Secrets, February 19, 2019. https://www.
opensecrets.org/news/2019/02/state-of-money-in-politics-the-price-
of-victory-is-steep/.
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suggesting that ideologically out-of-step incumbents
are punished by constituents. Under the theory that
incumbents use district activities and roll-call votes as
substitutes, incumbents should act to alleviate the pun-
ishment for being out-of-step by spending time in a
county shaking hands, explaining their votes, or dedi-
cating staff to the area. According to Fenno (1978), this
behavior works to build trust among constituents,
which in turn allows the representative independence
in the legislature. Constituents who ideologically dis-
agree with the incumbent in these areas should then be
more likely to approve of the incumbent than they
otherwise would be. Alternatively, constituents may
be more likely to approve of out-of-step incumbents
in areas that receive less attention. Visits and staff may
work to exacerbate differences or call attention to
them, leading these resources to be more efficiently
used elsewhere, such as among supporters.
Following the lead of Ansolabehere and Kuriwaki

(2021), I measure ideological agreement by connecting
survey responses to questions asking respondents
whether they support or oppose specific pieces of
legislation or a policy in the Cooperative Congressional
Election Study (CCES; Kuriwaki 2018) and match
them to actual floor votes in that Congress. Using the
2011 to 2018 CCES, I divide the number of times a
senator votes against respondent preferences by the
total number of votes in question to create the variable
Policy Disagreement.24 While some years of the CCES
include the corresponding floor votes, I supplement
years that do not with roll-call votes from Lewis et al.
(2021). The issues cover a wide range of topics, such as
gun control and education; the full list of CCES ques-
tions and roll-call votes used to create the measure are
listed in Table D.1. This measure allows me to directly
map the opinions of constituents onto the policy actions
of legislators. The mean value is 0.44, indicating that
constituents agree more with their senators than they
disagree. The distribution over time is presented in
Figure D.1. I also use the CCES to measure constituent
approval of incumbents. Depending on the year,
approval is originally asked on a four- or five-point
scale. Following Ansolabehere and Rogowski (2020), I
collapse the question to a binary indicator by marking
respondents who state that they “strongly” or
“somewhat” approve of their senator as approving
and the rest of respondents as disapproving.25
Accordingly, I regress constituent approval ratings

onwhether or not the senator traveled to or placed staff
in an area.26 I interact the relevant independent vari-
able with average policy disagreement. Furthermore, I
attempt to address the fact that senators are likely

strategically visiting and staffing some areas over others
for reasons that could be unobserved or unobservable.
This possibility would lead a simple cross-sectional
design to incorrectly attribute approval to district focus,
as opposed to the true unobservable causes. To do so, I
use senator-county/senator-MSA fixed effects, which
hold fixed each area’s time-invariant factors with
respect to that particular senator constant.27 I also
include party-year fixed effects to account for variation
across years related to partisan trends. If district activ-
ities serve as substitutes for policy representation as
commonly hypothesized, the relationship should be
positive and significant. Alternatively, if they are com-
plements, it should be negative and significant. Finally,
I control for other factors that could confound the
relationship including copartisan status;28 the respond-
ent’s race, gender, and age; whether the senator is
running for reelection; and the senator’s chairmanship
status, membership on key committees, chamber seni-
ority, and ideology as measured by first dimension
Nokken-Poole Scores. Policy disagreement is inter-
acted through the controls, robust standard errors are
clustered on senator,29 and survey weights are included
in all analyses.

Results

The results from this analysis are displayed in Table 3.
Once again, I use the binary, raw, and logged version of
the independent variable to account for zero inflation.
Columns 1 through 3 present the results for local visits
and columns 4 through 6 for local staff. The top panel
displays results at the county-level, and the bottom
panel displays results at the MSA level. Interestingly,
the coefficient on the interaction term is negative in all
six regressions for local visits, providing suggestive
evidence that visits hurt senator evaluations among
people who are ideologically distant from them. The
coefficient is significant at the 95% level in both the
regression using the raw and loggedmeasure of visits at
the county level and the rawmeasure at theMSA level.
Specifically, a 100% increase in visits is associated with
about a 1–2% decrease in approval. While these results
are not overwhelmingly large, there are two reasons to
be unconcerned about this. First, their substantive size
is in part a consequence of controlling for a significant
amount of variation through the use of fixed effects.
Second, even if the effect is small, it is still signed in the
opposite direction than what the existing scholarship,
such as that of Fenno (1978), suggests it should be. Far
from helping legislators build support at home, visits
instead appear to hurt them.

These results are robust to dropping states with
10 counties or less (Table E.3), dropping senators from

24 Respondents are included if they answer any of the policy ques-
tions included in the analysis. As a result, my analysis is missing the
0.06% of respondents who answer none of the questions; 93.1% of
respondents answer all of the policy questions.
25 Respondents coded as “not sure” are included as disapproving. For
results excluding respondents who answered “not sure” and using a
four-point measure of approval see Tables E.1 and E.2.
26 Trips made after October are removed in an effort to exclude trips
made after the interview process.

27 More specifically, the inclusion of such fixed effects eliminates
variation that is due to average differences in senator-counties,
leading the resulting inferences to be based on covariation between
the x’s and y’s within senator-counties.
28 Independent Senators are counted as Democrats for these ana-
lyses, as they all caucused with the Democratic party.
29 There are 141 unique senators in the sample.
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Maryland and Virginia (Table E.4), running a model
using total visits as themain independent variable while
controlling for any visits (Table E.5), and dropping
senators who report zero per diems (Table E.6). The
results from a regression using transportation receipts
instead of per diems can be seen in Table E.7. Although
no longer significant at conventional levels, the rela-
tionship remains negative at the county level and close
to zero. Once again, it does not appear that constituents
increase their approval of out-of-step senators when
they visit more. Finally, Figure E.1 presents the results
from a regression including the lag and lead of any visits
in order to test whether senators are strategically visit-
ing areas they know are highly polarized. The inter-
action on Any Visits This Year � Policy Disagreement
remains similar in magnitude and is significant at the
90% level. The coefficients for the previous year’s visits
are never significant, suggesting that such strategic
behavior is not a threat to inference. Clearly, local visits
are not a reliable tool for gaining voting leeway in
Congress.
Alternatively, the findings are less suggestive when it

comes to the percentage of staffers located in an area.
The coefficients on the interaction term are small and
inconsistent in direction. Although at the county level
none of the interaction terms is significant and all are
negatively signed, at the MSA level the interactions for
total percentage of staff and logged percentage of staff

are positive and significant at the 90% level. Specific-
ally, a 100% increase in the percentage of staff in an
area is associated with about a 1% increase in approval.
This value seems especially small when considering the
cost for a senator to allocate additional staff to an area.

Taken together, these results provide little evidence
that local attentiveness bolsters legislators with add-
itional voting leeway. The analysis of local visits reveals
a consistently negative, albeit small, effect among con-
stituents in ideological disagreement. Alternatively,
while the analysis of staff reveals a potentially positive
interaction, the effect is even smaller than that of visits
and inconsistently signed. Although these effects are
not very large, they provide a striking contrast to the
folk wisdom that local activities can be used to build
approval among those in ideological disagreement
(Fenno 1978).

Local Attentiveness, Policy Disagreement,
and Vote Choice

Although analyzing the behavior of senators has many
upsides for the purposes of this research question,
including the fact that they represent large geographic
territories, the downside is that senators are only up for
election every six years. As a result of the longer
election cycle, the number of available respondents
for a vote choice analysis substantially decreases in

TABLE 3. The Relationship between Local Attentiveness, Policy Representation, and Approval

Dependent variable: Approval (0/1)

Any visits Total visits ln(visitsþ1) Any staff Pct. staff ln(pct. of staff þ 1)

Panel A: County

Policy disagreement −0.082** −0.084** −0.080** −0.085** −0.089** −0.086**
(0.037) (0.036) (0.037) (0.036) (0.036) (0.036)

Local activity 0.007 0.000 0.003 0.002 0.002** 0.004
(0.008) (0.001) (0.005) (0.013) (0.001) (0.007)

Policy disagreement� local activity −0.025 −0.002** −0.017** −0.015 −0.000 −0.005
(0.017) (0.001) (0.008) (0.011) (0.001) (0.005)

Senator-county fixed effects ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔
Party-year fixed effects ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔
Observations 597,277 597,277 597,277 595,108 595,108 595,108
Adjusted R2 0.259 0.259 0.259 0.259 0.259 0.259

Panel B: Metropolitan statistical area

Policy disagreement −0.104** −0.098** −0.094** −0.114** −0.124** −0.125**
(0.039) (0.038) (0.039) (0.037) (0.038) (0.037)

Local activity −0.002 0.000 0.002 0.002 0.001 0.001
(0.010) (0.000) (0.005) (0.011) (0.001) (0.006)

Policy disagreement� local activity −0.007 −0.002** −0.013 0.011 0.001* 0.009*
(0.022) (0.001) (0.008) (0.014) (0.001) (0.005)

Senator-MSA fixed effects ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔
Party-year fixed effects ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔
Observations 504,641 504,641 504,641 502,655 502,655 502,655
Adjusted R2 0.247 0.247 0.247 0.247 0.247 0.247

Note: Entries are linear regression coefficients with standard errors (clustered on senator) shown in parentheses. The dependent variable
is a binary measure of constituent approval. *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05 (two tailed tests).
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comparison with the previous analysis of constituent
approval. However, it may be the case that although
ideologically distant constituents decrease their
approval of legislators with more local visits, their
actual behavior in the voting booth will remain
unchanged. The same could be said for local staffing
choices. To investigate this question, I rerun the above
analysis using whether or not the respondent states
that they prefer to vote for the incumbent.30 All
respondents who reported intentions to vote for a
candidate are included.
The results from this analysis are presented in

Table 4 using the logged version of the independent
variable.31 The other transformations are presented in
the appendix in Table F.1. Once again, the interaction
terms are negative and significant at both the county
and MSA level for local visits. A 100% increase in
visits is associated with about a 3–4% decrease in the
likelihood of voting for the incumbent among con-
stituents in complete disagreement. Interestingly, the

coefficients on the interaction terms for staff are both
negatively signed, but neither are statistically signifi-
cant at conventional levels. Finally, it is of note that
the base terms on local visits and staff are at times
positive and significant. These findings suggest that it
is not as though local activity has no potential for
positive consequences; they just cannot be used to
provide voting leeway as has often been suggested by
the literature.

What kinds of voters are driving these results? In
Table F.2, I rerun this analysis subset by copartisanship.
All of the coefficients on the interaction terms remain
negatively signed and the relationship is statistically
significant among copartisan constituents for visits at
both geographic levels. As a result, it appears that local
activities fail to garner additional voting leeway among
constituents of either group.

Potential Mechanism and Issue Heterogeneity

In this section, I present two final analyses that examine
potential heterogeneity in how constituents respond to
local attentiveness. The first explores constituent atten-
tion to the news and the second investigates variation
by issue area. Taken together, these analyses further
clarify how local attentiveness and policy disagreement
work together to influence constituent evaluations of
their legislators.

TABLE 4. The Relationship between Local Attentiveness, Policy Representation, and Vote Choice

Dependent variable: Vote for incumbent (0/1)

ln(visits þ 1) ln(pct. of staff þ 1)

Panel A: County

Policy disagreement −0.275** −0.285**
(0.076) (0.079)

Local activity 0.030** 0.109
(0.012) (0.082)

Policy disagreement � local activity −0.047** −0.002
(0.022) (0.009)

Senator-county fixed effects ✔ ✔
Party-year fixed effects ✔ ✔
Observations 94,157 94,157
Adjusted R2 0.608 0.608

Panel B: Metropolitan statistical area

Policy disagreement −0.280** −0.276**
(0.070) (0.083)

Local activity 0.025 0.194**
(0.015) (0.076)

Policy disagreement � local activity −0.052** −0.011
(0.022) (0.017)

Senator-MSA fixed effects ✔ ✔
Party-year fixed effects ✔ ✔
Observations 80,532 80,532
Adjusted R2 0.599 0.599

Note: Entries are linear regression coefficients with standard errors (clustered on senator) shown in parentheses. The dependent variable
is a binary measure of constituent vote choice. *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05 (two tailed tests).

30 I do not control for seniority in this analysis because no senator is
up for election more than twice during this period and all models
include senator-county/MSA fixed effects. This analysis does not
include special elections that occur simultaneously as planned elec-
tions or uncontested races.
31 I also run these analyses at the media-market level using data from
Moskowitz (2021) in Table G.1. The interaction effect for visits is
consistently small and negative.
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News Attentiveness While it is possible that constituents
are personally attending local eventswith their senators, it
is more likely that they are hearing about them from
media outlets.As a result, I expect that the negative effect
of local visits should be concentrated among people who
report regularly following the news. To this end, I rerun
the main analysis subset by whether or not respondents
report that they regularly follow what’s going on in gov-
ernment and public affairs. Respondents who say “Most
of the time” and “Some of the time” are included as
regular news followers. Those who report “Only now
and then,” “Hardly at all,” and “Don’t Know” are
included as nonregular news followers.
The results are displayed in Figure 5, which shows

the 95% confidence interval for the linear marginal
effects as well as binned estimates at common levels
of policy disagreement. The results confirm the hypoth-
esis that the effect of visits is concentrated among
people who follow the news. While there is no effect
among respondents who rarely take an interest in the
news, the marginal effect of visits is downward sloping
and significant at medium and high levels of disagree-
ment for those who do. Overall, these results indicate
that local visits do not lead constituents to improve their
evaluations of ideologically distant incumbents, and, if
anything, they suggest that visits may make them
worse.
Parallel analyses for staff are displayed in FigureH.1.

Although it is reasonable to expect that local visits can
garner news coverage, it is unlikely that the presence of
local staff in an area does. This fact may help to explain
why, despite legislators themselves believing in the
importance of local staff, they fail to have a large or
consistent influence on constituent evaluations.
Indeed, the linear marginal effects of the percentage
of staff on approval are never significant among regular
news followers or nonregular news followers at the

county level. However, the marginal effect is positive
and significant among constituents who follow the news
at high levels of disagreement at the MSA level.

Policy DomainAlthough the policy disagreement scale
includes a wide variety of issues, it is likely the case that
constituents are more informed about certain types of
policies than others. For example, during this period
Supreme Court nominees and the Affordable Care Act
received high amounts of news coverage, potentially
leading such issues to drive the results. In order to
investigate this possibility, I rerun the main analysis
subset by issues area for those that were asked about
across multiple years. To create the categories, I rely on
The Policy Agendas Project coding of Senate roll-call
votes into major topics (Comparative Agendas Project
2019).32 The results for visits are presented in Figure 6.
Although the majority of coefficients are negatively
signed, a few issues stick out as being particularly
influential. First, the coefficients on the interaction
term for energy issues are negative and significant at
both the county andMSA levels. This category is made
up of votes about the Keystone Pipeline, a particularly
divisive topic. Second, votes on health policy also
appear to have a strong effect. These votes concern
repealing the Affordable Care Act, exemptions for
employers from providing their employees with birth
control, andMedicare policy. Finally, the coefficient for
macroeconomic issues is just above significance at the
90% level for counties. These votes center on raising
the debt ceiling and middle class tax cuts.

FIGURE 5. Potential Mechanism: News Attentiveness
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Note: This figure shows linear marginal effects with fixed effects. Themodel includes senator-county/MSA and party-year fixed effects, with
standard errors clustered on senator. The dependent variable is a binary indicator of constituent approval.

32 In three cases I use my own coding, as opposed to the Policy
Agendas Project’s. All three votes were provided by the CCES and
clearly about health policy, but they were attached to larger bills.
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Parallel analyses for staff are displayed in FigureH.2.
Energy andmacroeconomic issues once again stand out
as consistently negative. The coefficients for issues
regarding international affairs and foreign aid are also
negative and statistically significant.

CONCLUSION

Despite the fundamental nature of spending time
among constituents to representation, relatively lit-
tle is known about how senators decide where to
visit and why. Similarly, few have examined which
communities are allocated local staff. In this paper,
I provide an update to Fenno (1977) and examine
these two critical dimensions of home style. Results
show that senators allocate significantly more visits
and staff to areas with high populations and above
average donation patterns, indicating that constitu-
ents in these areas have more opportunities to build
relationships with their legislators. They also sug-
gest that staff is a more similar resource to federal
funding than time, as its allocation is more sensitive
to previous electoral performance. Finally, although
many scholars have investigated the consequences
of increasing amounts of money in politics, these
findings indicate that more work is left to be done
regarding how donations influence legislators’
behavior at home.
Furthermore, no study to date has analyzed the local

consequences of such behaviors for other dimensions of
representation, such as policy congruence. While it is
often suggested that district activities can be used to
placate constituents who disagree with the senator’s

votes inWashington, I demonstrate that local visits and
staff allocation cannot be reliably used in this way. This
finding leads to the following question: why would
senators go home or allocate any staff at all? It may
be the case that senators view the potential benefits
from local attentiveness among staunch supporters as
outweighing the negative consequences among those at
high levels of disagreement. Additionally, it may be
worse for senators to be referred to as “negligent” or
“out of touch” by the press or potential challengers
than to lose ideologically distant constituents. Essen-
tially, legislators are “damned if they do, damned if they
don’t.”33 Finally, it is important to note that these data
can only address the current period and not the period
during which Fenno (1978) was writing. As a result,
until more data is collected going further back in time, it
is impossible to know whether this relationship has
always been true or conditions have simply changed.

These findings have important implications for the
literatures on legislator behavior and representation.
First, they suggest that the allocation of resources to the
constituency does not allow legislators to shirk on other
dimensions of representation, including substantive
representation (Stone and Simas 2010). Second, they
suggest that time in the district does not always build
trust among constituents. Instead, it may further isolate
voters. Amore positive interpretation of these results is
that visits lead constituents to hold their legislators

FIGURE 6. Analysis by Issue Area
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Note:The figure presents the linear regression coefficients on the interaction of “PolicyDisagreement” and “ln(local visitsþ 1)”with standard
errors clustered on senator. Vertical lines are the 90% and 95% confidence intervals associated with the estimated effects. The horizontal
dashed line is the null hypothesis of no effect.

33 Susan Milligran. 2017. “Trouble in the Town Hall.” U.S. News &
World Report, April 17, 2017. https://www.usnews.com/news/the-
report/articles/2017-04-17/lawmakers-lose-when-it-comes-to-town-
hall-meetings.
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accountable for their policy records, possibly leading to
better representation after all.
This paper presents numerous avenues for future

research and exploration. Questions remain about the
interaction of district activities and the presence of
interest groups, who have been shown to be an import-
ant influence on staffers (Hertel-Fernandez, Milden-
berger, and Stokes 2019). Future work should also
analyze the role of local attentiveness in primary elec-
tions, as local visits and staff may deter the rise of
quality challengers from the same party. Finally, there
remains more work to be done on the influence of local
attentiveness on the political behavior of constituents,
including their willingness to donate to campaigns.
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